Urban children have long had a spokesman in Leila Berg 
In Look 3t Kids she asks us to act out her title, to stand out 
of the light, and let children develop in the rhythm and style 
of their own needs. Her book is a series of cameos of 
children - in parks and on bomb sites, in conflict with adults 
or with their surroundings f and sometimes {but all too 
rarely] free to be themselves. Through anecdote and 
impression, with compassion, anger and lyricism, she enters 
with extraordinary perception into the world of the city 
child 
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3na doctor’* waiting-room* a young father and mnrhei Fiad 
brought l heir vciy new bah\. I saw the unsentimental shells. ol its 
ear ^ and its waving starfish fmgei s like nomeihing ki t stranded h\ 
the sea on a strange surrealist shore, an anemone in a poo]. Then 
suddenly, as a shepherd hurriedly* shouting ly, pushes his Jlock 
through a gateway, the baby waved upwards, fasicr and faster, 
tempestuously fliiJing his anus with all his might- faster, faster - 
urgently shooing forth words towards the passionatek working 
mouth that opened wide fora shout I 

Kilt the shout was soundless. Nothing. What was ii the baby 
meant to sa\ ? 
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Babies are international, Lying in !ljs cot, babbling as be grows, a 
baby speaks rhr consonants and vowels of every race in the world. 

Knrrgy galvanizes the whole ot him, selling his bodv wriggling* 
his hand*? clutching* his legs waving and his tongue, lips and jaws 
babbling. 1 le doesn’i hasr io l>e taught to do this, any more than 
a bulb has to 1 m- taught to send tip a shorn. 1 T is speech is part of 
his vitality. With every iiiovemcut of crvirry part of him he is 
sending somei hi ng of himsdf imo space, he is launching himself 
into the world. 

Mritmm and nmm he says, like a sexy w o m a n. snuggling, 
desiring. And ftp ft and d d d he says, delighting in play. All mea 
die world, inamans, mums, nan a. sand nannies, dads, pappas. pas 
and babushkas* we cry 'That's me !’ and mm his expressive 
sounds into the role we ehoo.se to play* answering him. I hr baby 
is amazed, and delighted. He makes his magic sounds again and 
again, and again we exclaim with joy and admiral ion, identifying 
Ourselves as bis family, and he crows in shared delight. 

^ii ill 1 1 1 . ^national, be continues to explore all ihr other sounds 
he can make, josouriy I eel in g out his abilities, ftur now he begins 
to notice when he lias scored a bulkeyf- So he concentrates on the 
sounds ihese importan t adults like best, rhe ones ihes have chosen 
lui dicii language, the ones they resjxmd to : and he practises 
them. He ha 1 ? plenty ol time to practise. ISfone u I this ■ neitlier 
the rich exploration, noi the mutual response, nor ihe selection, 
nor i l ie Co i iccutratiorj I las bre n 1 a i j g h j him. 

Her listens to rones ol speech* and long before he can speak an 
English sentence speaks an Knglish nane- or more accurately, the 
tune of Knglish people who are important in him and who 
respond with delight. [ used io listen to a one year old. i he < liild 
of actors, pouring out his language with a rollicking delight, 
shouting with pleasure if you mssrd it back to him, embroidering 
on ic and wi Idly exaggerating like- fiis father il von encouraged 
him, and like his father finally capping it by laughing 
uproariously - it seemed - at his own joke. Oiher- limes, also like 
his la i her, he ndker.l very gravely, as il I enuring or con dueling 
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a philosophical inquiry* raising his eyebrow's inquiringly at the 
end olwlial sounded for sit r be world like a sentence, looking a 
liule haughty and aloof the while. He reproduced so accurately 
rune, rhythm, expressions, gestures dike these pictured babies 
who iik t lsi SLuels know fishermen !) it was dillkult 10 realize Ei was 
an abstract work of an you were listening in. 

L So veiy gradually, since he is living in England, and since 
therefore his parents have changed from i heir own international 
infancy to an adult English ness : (he baby too becomes English, 

Yet lor some time he still holds on to his internationalism, 
understanding other children emotionally even when he does not 
understand their words [ until eventually adults will tell him that 
other people are foreigners and that they, the adults <ne ill at 
ease smith them, even sometimes afraid of them : and that their 
language and their ideas can only be learned, il'atall, in a place 
ca lled school i. There lias been no theory in i his growth of speech. 
The adult has responded with pleasure to what the baby gives , am 
shown the baby how co turn this pure joy into a iool of 
toiiiiiiuiiicalioTi. Something has been lost, but only in the sense 
that otic cannot bas e everything- The baby has given up helongircj 
to the whole wor u in exchange lor- a loving reciprocity, a 
deepen mg of persona I identity, a eompanioTUihle apprenticeship. 
And else whole struct ure has been built on die natural sounds of a 
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Down ibe sneer an old man shuffles past a pram. 1'he ha by 
babbles away, Shut up. you little bleeder ! ’ says dir old man with 
hate. ‘Shut up V 

I Vo one year olds live veiy dose [O me. Whenever they start to 
i ;i J k their own language they are yelled ai . 'ShuT up E r 'Stop thaL 
row V H they goon — slap ! Sometimes they will try out one long 
sound - n shiw gurgle ora pensive squeal- 'I hen they are hit 
without the warning, Perhaps ihesr sounds are irritating to a 
grown-up. IUii they are nor intended Lo be — unless the grown-up 
refuses to share the delight l then, since a human being must have 
a response Lo keep sane or alive, the child makes do with a slap. 

A slnp is often the only way an adult and a child communicate in 
London. 

In the Inis queue, a three year old was talking ammaiedlv 10 her 
moiher. I he mother stared snaighi ahead, silent until suddenly 
she exploded* her- voice furious, detonating. 11 Thai j aid evergvf 
fwmyim - - chatter, chatter, chatter !* The link girl's lively imetligenf 
face cliangcd, and slur looked wary, self-conscious. oil balance 
and silly. I wondered whaL else a mother experied 10 get from 
a three year old. What else has a small child to give? And what gilt 
could one have ihai is more Tender, more joyous, more 
remarkable ! J 

1 ha vc often sal in buses near these Trapped, resentful, 
despeiale mothers, whose hie has never belonged 10 them. The- 
scare silent and slonv-eycd in h on l of them, while the child 
chauers awa\ asking tor a response that is never loriheoimmg. 

The el ul d Mar rips on ihc seal ; ihen she bends right under her 
mother’s face gazing upwards in one of those extraordinary curves 
of childhood, and says, 'Mum , h? Still the muthei * Lares *-n :ughi 
ahead, rigid. The child fondles- her face, turns her chin towards 
herself* wiih a mixiure of tenderness tliat is waning thiuugh 
fright, of concern (for hersdl as much as for her mother . and a 
desire, hall emerging, to pay back by pinching. Thru ihr moiher 
speaks. Tor- God's sake, shm up !’ she says. 

i i 




Gutting into this, r heir unseen child ra 1 1 ing fr om i be disi n nee. 
^There’s a tractor here ! ? Nobody moved. dLLc the mother slightly 
i turned her hear l in shorn L Gei down ’’and then father, happy of 
the chance m appear alert and efficient* jumped up and .said. 

Til geL liLiii ! ' and the mother called alter the father, 'Tell him 
the lady say* get down ! ' Around them Knglish eye* looked 
downwards for no 'lady* hat! said gel dawn. 

Out of sight, rhr child, den 1 1 w it h, wailed, L O h . . A [hen 
r es 1 1 it- 1 1 L a r Hi quick ] y ex c i Lei I aga 1 1 j , s I ion led , 11 M inn ! Can I 
stroke the dog/ 1 And rhe moiher, not eien moving her head this 
Lime, shun Led. l No ! Von stroked it last year f 

Yet i ha i same day, in that same [dace, I saw something 
completely different. A small sandalled girl, still a baby, agedahoui 
one and a hall. siood outside a shop, poiming very excitedly down 
the street. 1 ? ello l ? ello f ’cllu ! Vllo !* Her motlier came out of the 
shop, and i he child wiih i remendous exriiemem shouted again, 
still liciiziedly gesturing. ! VHo ! L ello ! cMo ! ' I th ought she seas 
greering someone, Hut the rnothtT looked the way the child was 
looking and said insninily, wnh idem ica I pleasure and excitement, 
'Oh yes J 1 hat 1 a ml c girl lias yellow flip hops just like: ’tours, hasn’i 
she n 


All their reactions geared to overcrowding, to noise, to lack of 
privacy, Lo complaints, to demands, to chaos and loneliness, such 
mothers ran not even relax when the% have space around them. 

I once saw a sever t year old out with her grand motlicr i n 
ha i rej sea Park. I he In i le girl was pandering over t he gntss, 
absorbed in a song of her own that she sang meanderingly like a 
blackbird J stopped and watched her. Her grandmother spoke, 
out of I l-iat enormous expanse of parkland. ‘Stop ihat bloody row 
oryoudl go home f* she said. 

And in another bus queue l wafehed a little girl daueing. 
partnering bei reflection in the dark shopivindow. She was rrot 
annoying anyone, she was well away from the queue and easily 
within calling distance when i he bus came. Bur her mother 
yanked her and sla pped her into submission. 

Iven on holiday, Londoners still carry their chains. In rhe Isles 
of Sc illy, I watched two you uncouples on the grass miking 
excitedly about home movies. : I lei e, remember that one he joakat 
break fa s i ! We tea s all ea t i ng cor i Lllakes ! ’ ' Yes — a rid the w i n d iya s 
blowing 3 d 'What a .scream ! ? l The corn Hakes • \ ? 'And he reversed 
i he film V I I y clerical choking, followed by an absorbed, respectful 
assessment - That was cl ever I 1 That was a year, that was !’ 
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I sai nm ( mg twenty seven year olds, sent From a Joraf primary' 
school, and a .s fc#M I them to help me write n siory. 

Krom i l u hist im patient words, ii was t-videmf ihal Nigel was 
Lher kind n! child who a I^h>- years ago would have been uL a prep 
school There was a great deal ol power in Ins background, that 
masculine. mother- bad rig, mot her -betrayed power - there was 
dho a great deal ol adult conversation. His feelings were very 
imensc— they were mainly fceJing-s co nee rued with power-, a 
tremendous need to idemib with powerful adnlt^ scathing 
leelings towards i hose whom he hoped would prove inferior, a 
passionate egotism. (At one point, when lie had field solo sway 
tor a very long time, and was i hen offered a mild, brief and 
intelligent criticism by a little girl, he said, stuttering with 
passion, 'I don't rare ! Ji\ not Amanda \ s Lory 2 It's my story and/ 
with a proud gesture to me, 1 maybe its your .si my, but it’s noi 
Amanda's story F : and I had to say gently that it was everyone's 
story.) 

But ahsoli j rely eoiicurTent with the power, indeed translating 
El from wishes to reahiv, was the master y of words ;md syntax 
which made it so easy for him to manipulate ideas. He roufd 
\ioii out a plot, plan for the future ; lie could lake a leap awa j 
from known experience into a detailed unexperienced I mure; hr 
co u Id fig! 1 1 for hi s i deas a n d he d i d . 

I le was not interesied in human re hr i unships - ex cep L in 
u lai l i pi j la nng rl i en i an d ha d not m usr d m lj cl t on tf ir i r s i j btl et ies . 
1 1 was Amanda and another girl I not with "power 1 backgrounds 
who pooh-poohed one poini ruhis plot by saying dial ii would be 
i he elder sister not the mother, who would bossily cause 
trouble for the other children, because she was nearer rheir- own 
age and ihis "would make her funny with them’; ihis disconcerted 
him fora second brn he did not consider i i , mid 1 think i hen- 
wisdom, i he re.Hiil l of accurate ohsei vadori and a wanness of their 
own experience, was qui l e Iosj on him. 
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His vocabulary and Isis skill were far in advance of the others; 
the only thing rliaL impeded him was die vciy tumbling out of the 
words and ideas, ihai someiime.s, so io speak, got jammed ell the 
doorway and had to fight to break free. 

f discovered before Lhc children left tliat lie always "sat up ro 
diunei ’ with his parents ami rheir Ii iends- One could imagine die 
ialk that ranged round him, that seemed io him so powerful, into 
which he tried imperiously to join and Ln which he sometimes 
liad io light to gain, or hold, a place. 

Other children in r he group were very dill erem. I remember 
one groping alter his own idea that was already fading before he 
could llnd the words Lu claim it. He saw iL for a second in all us 
glory -fireworks shooting oue suars 2 - and helbie he could speak 
one halting sentence the radiance had dissolved into air and only 
rhe burn L-om slick l spent cardboard remained ; lit: was 
bewildered, troubled, and faltered into silence. I wo seven vear 
olds, ouealiraE.lv HuenL and flaming with power, one already 
hailing and crippled. 

And yet, "would the school rejoice if the second ch ild 
reproduced his parents 1 speech, his parents' Lime ? Would they 
listen with p I ra_surc as be recounted hisirue family exper iences, 
a r i l.S approve of lher n as nu doubt they do of Nigel's very different 
o n es 1 Wo ill d i h e i lew inch r ee i n noca i e ? 





I slant i) hy i lie railing.? in Baumsca play-part and watch. In front 
of me is the Know of a green hill, burred wiih large play-brick*. A 
boy comes into view, from the left, about six years old. With some 
very deli inLe purpose , lie seizes a wheelbarrow Full of bricks and 
s i.a r i s i o l m n d I e 1 1 a wa y . | us i i hr n , Over r ibe h ill cor e lcs a L l Li ce year 
old. Me sees ihe older boy. and die wheelbarrow, and is riveted 
with the force of a lightning conclusion. Then his paralysis ends. 
Hr hulls h imself al the other boy, kicks him, pummels him, iears 
at him. I he older child is astonished Hr drops the handle of the 
barrow, and does nor know whal 10 do. Me is also very angry. Her 
makes a decision. He strides purposefully towards a rraie of 
bricks, with a porter’s iruck king alongside. Gi iiiily„ resol uLelv, 
with his back to the small one, lie begins 10 INI dir tr uck with 
bi icks I r on i die crate and from the grass. 

Again the Einle one is riveted, appalled. Again, after a minute's 
paralysis, hr hurl? lilniicll, thundering over rhr grass, ai ihr older 
one, and kicks him savagely reai ing at his clothes. And again ihe 
older one is furiously angry. Hi.s teeth are sei, hi.s face is black with 
murderous haie. F [ e does not know what to do. Lift? Isas never 
brought him this problem before. He has tried Lo deaf witli it 
forhearingly, Ibi after ail he is not a baby ; he has done his best, 
but it is unavailing. In a second hr will tuition die little one and 
bring a brick crashing down on his head, annihilating hint. But 
wti hin i ha i second the little one, quite unaware of doom, is 
suddenly en tranced hy ihe movement of the boy's hands, still 
grimly . lighi ingly, going lioin llie crate to the truck, the craie in 
i hr n nek ; and caught up in the movement, in the rhyihm ol'it, in 
the satisfying creative resuli oi it, Ins Hading anus htop in mid-air 
. - - waver . . . and then swing also into the crate and ihe iruck, 
the crate and the truck. 

The older boy is amazed. But her says noihing. \ T o r ecognition 
of any kind passes between ahem. Hr goes on filling the rrurfc. 
ami i hr Mule our does the same, puffing a little wii h exer tion. 
When it is full, the older one straightens up. gr ips die handles, 
and wheels it oil. 




I 'hr small one stands up. startled again. A flicker of do u hi 
passes over his face as he sees the boy and i he (ruck and the bricks 
disappear. He had nor foresee n this. He stands waic hi ng, 
unceria m, poised. Then with a .sudden sturdy acceptance he turns, 
and mudges ehnhbily back oyct the hill, on some cj ucst of his 
own. 

I'hronghoLii ifie whole episode noi one word has been spoken. 
Neither has acknowledged the other, fr has milv been inovcmeni — 
a pp ea ra rice, cui lH iet. eoo p era i i oj a and exi r like ha 1 let . 

Now rbai \%as an extraordinary thing. I was ready to c rv out — or 
rather, because The momeriL had that knife-edge delicacy when a 
sadden cry might bring cafasirophc\ I was on the point of calling 
with tensely gen rle reass uiancc to boih of ihcrn, l k ? s all rig hi.' But 
r held back. And it was all right, More all right ihan I could ever 
have made it. 


Yesterday, Richard sai on the floor with me and we played picture 
dominoes. ] hadn't met him before ; he\ four, \ showed him how 
yon s. i ;j ri cl youi den mr toes up so that only you can see ihem. ] Jc 
picked the game up immediately.. Then at one point, several of mv 
dominoes lull over, I hurriedly started to pick ihem up. But then 
I saw Richard was looking a!. them intently. So I took my hand 
away and lei ihem he; I even managed ro knock over several more 
in doing so. lie gazed, very thorougldy. Then he chose a domino 
I com bis own pile. 

Authoriun mi iv would assume fie chose one that would block 
me. Also tlitry would say lie wav cheating. And also ibat I had 
encouraged him to cheat. I hey would .say 'man is naimally 
comper iiive \ and thaf is why wc have ro try to leach him not 10 
cheat, because if we didn't he would destroy civil iza tion ; and so 
on. 

But Richard didn'i block rjic, He de liberal el v chose a domino 
ihal would enable me to continue the game. 

He did if noi because he was altruistic, nr sell -sacrificing, bul 
because he needed the game to coni in Lie, he wanted our 
relati onsh ip our r.oope ra f i o ri - to a a nt i n tie. T o win - tiia r is, i a 
dcs t roy i h i s pi ea sin it tela tioi Lsb i p- i n -e \ is lei ice - wa s a n i d ra i j u j tc 
alien to him. But an authoritarian adult would have taught him io 
win - and to desirny what was important 10 him L and ultimately io 
believe ihai winning was what he warned. 
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I met Elizabeth and J udy iur tilt: ftrst timer iir era. Klizabrrh nearly 
two, Judy lour. 

['hey sat at tilt: table, and they ea c h took a cream crackei . I 
uflered Elizabeth the but Lei dish. She cook sorrier butter with her 
knife, an enormous lump. She put it on her plate, then picked it 
up in her hand and squashed if, squeezing ii i h rough the cracks 
beLwccn her lingers* gazing Lit it gravely, very mucli caught up in 
irs Tex in re and the crackle ii made as it ballooned through. 

I aliened Judy the butter dish. She also took a veiy large lump 
wiih her knile. Made slightly appr eh ensue by Elizabeth, 1 half put 
out a hand to dissuade her, then stopped. She spread all her 
butler on one cream cracker, using her large knife very 
deliberaiely and carelully and with gieal pleasure. It lay very 
thick. J hen she sireirhed her knife towards the butter dish again. 
l Hur ihafs enough f " I started to say and again 1 slopped. 

Care Idlly and skilfully she was scraping off r he surplus but ter 
from her knife a gainst the side of the dish; then she scraped 
carefully and delicately and skilfully all over her- cream cracker, 
removing more stuplus butter, and returned rhar to she huner 
dish . . - and went on and on repealing ibis process till her cream 
cracker had n ihiu but absolutely smooth layer of buner on it. 
Sitting with great enjoyment boll upright* and crooking her liule 
finger, she nibbled with flamboyant siyle. 

Elizabeth at two T sensuously exploring her material. Judy ai 
lour, rare fully com rolling a tool and practising a technical skill 
and a social skill. Neither oi l hern was primarily intcresied in 
eating. M I had i hong hi they were, J would have inierlcred and 
stopped them growing. 

We are always extraordinarily sur e that all that children are 
interested in is lood - per daps because that is all we are sure we 
can give them. And we can patronize them and i idicul-e them 
40 


while we give it - oh, in the nicest possible way — which makes 
us fee! doubly securo. But even very deprived children are not 
primarily interested in I bod. I once knew some children like 
this* so deprtved at three they did not even respond to their 
own na mes, One day - drawn by the activity of anojher child - 
they became absorbed for the lir st time in a game, pouring 
out water from a child's tiny tea-set and pirei ending it was tea. 
But they were expected by adults to be having real food and 
drink, because they were half-starved. And eventually, ter v 
gently, die make-believe tea was lake n away from them (it had to 
be taken away, because the children ivould not give it up) and real 
loqd was sec before them. They turned their faces away and 
would not eat. 

Up (ill that day when they played rheir firsi game, they had 
w olfed che food dow n. Now ihey had found something deeper - 
and had ii taken away Jfum them. They ate noching ihai day-* 

* r He-scubud drfjtlreii jcid etiis LnOrlrnr in m-o^O rf-CtAil iii i' hr jf> am 

Allfn LAiiL- -]"ljL- rr j.|ruj[i Pii^s, aEimmn 197 ? written 's-ith 3 'jL CJ]21|jiuliel 
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A friend lold me recently dial she was watching a child build a 
sand castle and not succeeding, and found herself very surprised 
the child didn’t lose her temper ; almost she decided to help the 
child. Much later, still thinking about the child’s surprising 
self-control, she suddenly realized that the child wasn’t building a 
sand castle at all - but that she, the adult, assumed that was what 
she was doing, and therefore that she was failing. If we look at 
children from the height of the little lull we have captured, they 
are hound to seem unsuccessful adults. Unfortunately wc have 
the power to act on our arrogant and mistaken assessment of the 
situation, and generally do so. 

So we hurry on, desperately trying to organize the chaos that is 
building up in our own untranquil mind, listening only to what 
the child would mean if he were adult and not to what the child is 
saying. 

I was once sitting in the garden at Neill's Summer hill, and a 
little girl of four or five came up lo me, and asked what time it 
was. ‘It’s nearly twenty -five past three/ f said. She still stood 
there, A few seconds later she said, £ What time is it?’ Somewhat 
surprised, I repeated my answer. .Still she stood there, and a lew 
seconds later she asked me again. 'But I told you,' I said gently. 
‘Irs nearly twenty-live past three/ 'But what time is it ?’ she said. 

The penny dropped. Her sweet patience and persistence, had 
far more guts than mine, I said humbly: 'It's twenty-three and a 
half minutes past three,’ and she smiled and went away. 

I’ve just met Mark. Brenda, who lives near by — aged four like 
Mark- was at the table. She had been ‘invited’. Mark, already 
angry for private reasons, was indignant even to see her. 

She plac idly took a cake, ‘Tf you take that cake, 1 won’t like 
you !’ She hit it. ‘If you lake that cake, I won’t let you come in my 
house !’ She took another bite and beamed, ‘if you take that cake, 

I won’t let you sit in my chair !’ She took another bite, ‘if you take 
that cake, I — I — I’ll — !’ then in a more resigned but still intense 
tone, ‘Greedy guts.’ She gave him a ravishing smile and said 
calmly T’m not a greedy guts’ . . . and went on eating. 


She ate up all the little cake while he stood watching, beside 
himself with rage. She took another', nibbled all the icing off, then 
puL it back on the dish, smiling sweetly at Mark. In fury, Mark 
took all the little sweets off the top of the big cake. Brenda 
placidly picked up her spoon and pushed some green jelly round 
the plate. It melted as it circled. Mark watched with beetling 
brows - ‘I don’t like you ! ' Brenda, compliantly playing rather 
than retaliating, smiled happily and said, T don’t like you 7 - and 
wen t o n p u s h i u g th e j e 1 1 y . M ark s cowled eve n more lurio u s 1 v. 

He got under the table, and didn’t actually kick her - his family 
is strong on good manners - hut he made threatening kicking 
movements. Brenda, above the table, took no notice at all, just 
went on pushing the jelly. After a sizeable demonstration 
ol menace, Mark very cautiously pm his head up to see the 
results. Brenda, looking up from a spoonful, caught sight of him, 
and shrieked with laughter - a lovely relaxed earth-mother laugh 
- then seriously concentrated on the jelly again. 

Puzzled, Mark withdrew under the table. He thought about it, 
then cautiously peeped out again. Same tiling - a wonderful 
gurgling scream of laughter. Mark frowned, menaced, and shot 
down again. Once more he peeped up. And again thaL laughter. 
Now dawning on his lace was the realization that the laughter was 
for him. His anger became pride, then delight. And he began to 
pop up and down, up and down, tip and down, Brenda became 
completely hysterical with laughter and almost fell o IT her chair. 

Mark, exhausted, rested for a moment under the table, then 
put his fingertips over the edge to pull himself up again. Brenda 
leaned over and tickled his fingers. Instantly Mark took umbrage - 
1 You scratched me ! ’ Brenda was calmly eating jelly again, 
unconcerned. His mother had just come in and said in her quiet 
way, ‘No, she tickled you/ ‘Did she? Oh/ He thought about it. 

At that moment his two boy friends came marching in with 
packets of sweets. He scrambled out, and they gave him some. 
‘Give some to Brenda !’ he commanded. 

‘Who’s Brenda ?’ 

‘My friend,’ lie said in a lordly way, putting his arm round lit 1 !'. 

She lifted her (ace from her plate of jelly to give them her 
beautiful smile, took a sweet and got on with the jelly again. 



I sat oursidc a : onc o'clock club’ in a London play-park, and 
watched a small girl oi about three grab a hefty wooden prnm 
and siarr pushing ii over the bumpy grass concentrating hard. 
Eventually, yanking, thrusting, forcing ii over 1 he threshold, she 
managed to push it inside the inner area of a small climbing- 
frame 1 hat or her children were playing on; there somehow she 
managed die even more; difficult fear of fuming ii round, 
ill rusting', yanking, forcing it out again. As soon as it was our - 
plonk! a larger black girl was sealed in ii. The two stared at each 
other, the first amazed, the second bold. 'At such a rime you can 
almosi hear child ren growing; they lick like small clocks, just as 
time was moving towards some momentous resolution, a mother 
hurtled inlo the situation - ‘Get out of it. will you! 1 and dragged 
the second child out oil he pram and righteously pushed the first 
on her way. 

I consoled myself In one o'clock clubs lonely mothers meet 
other lonely mothers and then turn l heir backs on their children. 
Tl le 5 it ua L ion wo tild be played out aga in wi rh o ut inter fe rence . 

live minuter later I saw the child again, sloped at 45 0 to the 
grass, head down, a larger child in her pram, in desperate spurts, 
then m a gradually accelerating conquering trot, she pushed the 
pram over the grass to ihe far end, then turned it. As she began t<j> 
push it back, the larger child suddenly lea pi out and ran oil tu 
some 01 her ga me, a nd she corn in net I her serious trundling alone. 
Neither ol them had spoken. Each had carried out her own 
movement unimpeded bv the other s. Neither hud stopped for 
the 01 her. Neither had come to grief. 

Muscles had been used, apprehension had dissolved, an 
undemanding temporary relationship had been made ; a ehi Id 
had grown a little. Arid the mother, having made a friend, had not 
come between. 
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This is wdtat nursery schools are lor. Th e\ are nut for aiming at 
the A stream, for learning politeness and conidi miiig in adults* 
demands. They are a pi a re when? die child can tive expftmngh - in 
his own rhythm, undisturbed hy anxious adults. 

My favour lie siaie nursery school in rhis pari of die country 
is ina Lough working-class area, ft is not oik: of those trendy 
ea.sy-m-siij>eiyLse places, built with ihe head and not the heart, 
when: every child ra 1 1 be seen at a glance from e he bea* I ‘s glass 
of lice and there arc no private worlds. It is a large old house. The 
children clamber of their oicn accord up ihe staus. go mro a room 


questions and older ones hold mam of i heir most important 
convert i inns. Yei they are the two specific places where orthodox, 
teachers recoil from duty.' 1 Two large trees grow in die garden - 

die Co .il originally seni mert to cut them down, bur the head 

slopped them, saying the children would need them. The days are 
filled with music and painting, and when you sii in [he head’s 
study the ceiling booms and rhundrrs with rhe jumping dancing 
feet overhead, and little: girls gravely seta picnic for themselves 
on tlie carpel. and hoi 1 1 behind the sen ee o n h\ h irh van a re sin i ng 
comes Lhe ensile of a hide hoy, hidden, looking at books. 



and elosc rhr door and [day in privacy if they want jo. People have 
Sit id, 'Bui isn't this dangerous?’ Yer there Isas never been an 
accident. I he kin. lien is the warm scented heart of die place, and 
the cook is chosen lor i he solace and mothering she ofler^ not 
only lor good cooking. (Indeed ihe meal-place and the lavatory 
are places where young children ask the it; most important 


Jri tliis nursery school a new mother is encouraged, and lidped. 
m sii sulk I liavv watched so many new mothers in other nursery 
schools, wander ing round with the child, making brigiiL, tuo- 
biight conversations, showing him this, c^cLairning a i i hap 
pulling pi vs s mt wi th ( m r ro n sr i o us I y i n era i ling to, a nxi ous r o 
mach a. s quickly as possible the approved goal of chi Id-sen led- in- 
srhool. 1 1 ere. a mother sirs srill and tranquilly waits. .She takes out 
knitting, or looks at a magazine, a quiei base. The child clings a( 
Fji'si lu her lap, casting looks which perhaps he does not want to 
Fed are noled, at die other children. And after awhile, in I rule 
rallies of his own choosing* he begins 10 move out. Other children 
draw him, Music draws him. Stories being read draw him. 

Always he casts a glance back to the moihei still sitting there, si til 
quiet and unalarmed . . . uni it, of his own choice and in his own 
time, and ol his own finding, hr has become involved in a new 
creative community. 




Of course, riot all my total nursery schools arc like rbai one. [ 
read about one in die local paper, where a kind elderly couple 
had made a wendy house for ihe children. The paper- said that die 
children were so pleased with it, that the kind couple said ihey 
were going to ‘make anothei one Ibi i he boys’ ! I turned from, this 
disconcert ing text ro an equally dh concerting photo graph, where 
die little girls with neat bows in their hair and frilly dresses peeped 
co\ h our of the doors of rhe wendy house, and leaned waving on! 
of tilt: windows : and it looked like nothing so much as a brothel. 


E.ea has just varied a ( primary school. 

She is lively, intelligent, talkative and sociable. L l>id yon like 
school I asked her. L Yes, ii was lovely.’ A What did you Like best?’ 
. . . The new teaching methods? The paintings on rhe walls? The 
siory writing P The young teacher? L What I liked best was . . . two 
lovely juniors. I hey’ re tailed Martin and Terry. They came in our 
playground? 'h that allowed ?' 'No. And Martin gave me n boule 
of perfume . 1 

‘What did he say P’ 
l l le said. “It's for you.” ' 

L A nd what did vo i j sa v ? ’ 

' 1 said, ‘Ts it really ! I can’t believe it V' ... I like Martin best, 
bm they're both love I \ . ' She weni on draw ing a picture. : 'J haTs 
what was best/ 
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Lea, at Jour, cut some down shapes and ghost shapes out of white 
paper ishe had been to the circus;. She spread them carefully on 
the dark floor, and now there were dark down shapes and white 
down shapes and dark ghost shapes and white ghost shapes. Her 
father picked up one of the numerous instruments he plays and 
wanted Lea to sing a song he had written. Lea refused. Instead - 
lor though pur out he went on playing - she began to dance, and 
as .she danced, from rime to time without pausing in her 
movement she bent and picked up a ghost or a clown, and 
holding it in both hands at arm’s length turned round in a 
circle, then laid it down again and continued gravely dancing. Her 
movement was completely natural unforced from without or 
within, for quite serenely site had refused manipulation. 

A year later I saw a leal floating gently down a wide stream in 
Norfolk. Kvcrv nowand then it turned round in a circle, then 
continued downstream. The same movement. 

Yet if you were to say to a child 'Be a leaf floating downstream' 
you would be stupid. The child is lar ahead ol your adult 
artificiality. 

1 his natural rhythm of childrens spreads out from the child, 
involving everyone, yet always remaining quite free, accepting 
other’s freedom. It is not a physical exercise ; it is the rhythm of 
life. 

Sometimes a child will be afraid, needing to know that the step 
forward will not wipe out die steps behind ('like the new child in 
the nursery school who needs to know his mother is unalarmed 
by f 1 i s s tep f t ) rwa r d ) . 

Julie, an enchanting and passionate child, suddenly went into 
one of her storms of panic and fury’ as she got ready to go to my 
nursery group. When her mother could penetrate her screams 
she said, ‘What is it. darling ? If you don’t want to go to nursery 
school, we won’t go today.’ 

Instantly the screams were wilder. 'I do want to go l 7 

'Then J don’t understand, darling. Why are you crying, then T 

Frantic screaming, and eventually, 'Because 1 like being at 
nur sery school ! ’ 


‘Then why are you crying ? ’ 

'But I like being at home !’ Frenzied screaming, 

'Well, that’s all right,' 

‘But 1 like being at nursery school ! 1 

'Well, that's lovely for you, darling, having two things you liked 
J u 1 ie was 1 u t - ky to ha ve s tie 1 1 a nia i u re i i i r e 1 1 i ge n i m o th er . W i t h 
swollen-eyed radiance, j ulic came on to nursery school, where 
daily she pursued her love affair with Stevie, also aged three. 

Julie loved mam- people passionately, her father, her teenage 
brother Alan as well. Summer eat tie, and the first time she saw 
Stevie in the nursery garden with no clothes on she exclaimed 
with tremendous lingering pride for him, both maternal and 
loverlike, 'Oh, Stevie ! You’ve got one of those things that Alan’s 
got ! You are lucky !’ There was a char ruing out-going generosity 
about that remark that the Julie who first came to the nursery 
school - younger, tight and passionate - would never have shown. 
She liked to join the things site loved as she progressed. 'Dear 
S levied she asked me to write one day, 'you are in v friend. And 
you are A lards Iricndd 

A child’s rhythm, still unattached, has a remarkably 
unegocentric, un sell conscious quality; even a suburban child can 
still be part ol the universe, hearing and responding to its voices 
in a way tire adult is not. 

I nnes Pierce and Lucy (d ocker wrote in The Peckham Experiment 
ol the appre nation that an anxiety- free child has of 'the total 
situation’. Anyone watching adults hurrying in different 
directions down a passage -way and children doing the same, the 
latter with no difficulty whatever, the former anxiously pulling up, 
desperately dodging, and finally raking deliber ate decisions, will 
see what egocentric anxiety does to 'awareness of the total 
situation’. 

Today, a father who had taken a trampoline to his small 
daughter’s playgroup said to me, T thought they’d all light for it- 
or all queue up for it ; but they don’t do either . There’s always 
just the right number ol children on the trampoline.’ Tm sui e 
he’s never read T h e Peck ham Expe rtmen i , 
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At the time I ran the nursery group, we had an Old English 
sheepdog. The first time I let him into the garden, the children 
were amazed. 'What is it ?’ ' It’s a bear I’ 'it’s a pussy ! ’ ‘It’s a 
bunny ! It s a lion ! ’ fat this last, everyone ran away in a small 
flurry' and came back half a minute later). ‘What is it ? ’ 

Now I spoke for the first time. Complacently. 

‘It’s a dog/ I said. 

All hell broke loose. Tom hurled himself at me as if he were 
fighting lor his life. 'It's not a dog! It’s not a dog!’ he screamed, 
fists and feet pulverizing me.* 

In the middle of saving myself and comforting him, f wondered 
how any two year old comes to learn that alsatians, pekinese, 
collies, great danes, chihuahuas, are all dogs - are they all dogs 
because of what they do ? (Then how can a twelve month old, used 
to a warm, furry, purring kitten, with tivitching rail, lapping 
tongue and sudden, wild movements, recognize a cold, flat, shiny, 
silent and motionless picture in a book and name it 'pussy’ ?) 

Once accepted as a dog and no longer threatening chaos, 
ena imaged to take his verbal place calmly — a tiger sitting on a 
stool - in their growing classification, the bobtail was paimed with 
vermilion splashes on one side, and was ridden on byjulian who 
was very light and lithe for his two years. 

One day E put the dog s favourite toy — a medicine ball which 
he used to pretend to fight - in the garden just before the 
childien arrived. Jonathan, aged four, saw it in tfie grass, 
i ushed towards it, and drew back his leg to give it an enormous 
kick. It was evident he’d never seen a medicine ball before, so 
I quickly interposed my hand between the ball and his foot, not 
wanting him to break an ankle, and showed him its weight and 
resistance. He was disconcerted and surprised, and a little 
humiliated. So to restore his self- respect with facts, I said, 'It’s 
called a medicine ball/ He poked it about with his hands, 
pushed it and pummelled it, exploring its possibilities, finding it 
hard work, still a little humiliated. Then - 

* J used cliJS. true i ridden I in more detail in a children's book My DogSvna’v UlanuMi 
Ha i nil ton,i. 

34 


'Why is it called a medicine bail ?’ he said. 

I had never thought of this before. With an automatic move to 
keep my place in the hierarchy, even flippantly, I said quickly, 
'Because it makes you strong, I suppose/ 

He pushed it about a bit more, doubtfully. Then he said, 'Did 
you say it makes you strong ?’ 'Yes/ 'Well, it makes me weak/ 

This is worth thinking about. 

Many adults wall render remarks like these harmless by 
laughing and repeating the story to other adults in front of the 
child, thereby turning the child into a down and making it 
unnecessary for the adult to grow. Delight is very different from 
ridicule : one can laugh, but also one can learn. A child, candidly 
making a remark like this, taps a kaleidoscope and suddenly a 
new pattern forms, revealing not only the child, not only the 
world the child is describing, but ourselves ; and if we are open 
to it w r e are lost in wonder and reappraisal. We hadn’t realized 
before that w T e were bluffing, that we used cliches to keep our 
footing, or that we had betrayed our known experience for 
some academic abstract mum bo -jumbo like righteousness or 
vitamins (vitamins is an abstract mumbo- jumbo to 95 per cent of 
the people w r ho religiously reler to them). 

A three year old was sitting with her mother in a tube train 
opposite me. She pointed to an advertisement which must have 
been above my head and said to her mother, 'What is that 
Mummy pouring into that eup ?’ 1 twisted round to see. The 
advertisement w r as one for Cockh urn’s Port. All that the picture 
showed w r as two sets of huger tips, one set holding a glass, the 
other set pouring out. An adult would have assumed the 
fingertips belonged to a man ; she assumed they belonged to a 
mother. 

I looked hard at the advertisement after the two had got off, 
t tying to see how far the adult assumption was rational. I thought, 
doubtfully, that perhaps the fingertips were masculine in shape 
(square and strong- looking), or perhaps the grip w r as masculine. 
But one makes the assumption, either the adult one or the child’s, 
instantaneously - the adult probably influenced mainly by being 
able to read and knowing the social place of ‘ Port’, the child 
making the assumption solely on the basis of’ experience. 
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When E was a child in Halford and spring ca me lo our street, 
bringing ils biee^es that blew jagged! dusr inm streaming eyes and 
seii i cabbage leaves bowling arid Hoppe ting awkwardly like crabs 
across pavements, and iis sunshine iliai winked on the magic 
rainbows dial your petrol- wet shoe made in puddles. Then from 
Ear a nd wide - Cbee? ha m, Si i a ngeways and Lower Broughton - 
the children marched on our street, Penney Si reel. 

Home-made pockets Lull ol nuts (.humping against thighs, 
shoeboxes rucked under arms, boys and girls streamed into our 
street. Everyone had shoes on; tor these games had pride in them 
and those who took mrns m slxies, and whose turn came 
tomorrow, waited a : home. 


I heard ol a clufd who played all day inseparably wirh a boy 
railed Jolmny, a West huhaii boy. Johnny's moiher went to 
work and Maudy's didn't, so Johnny had his meals wuh Mandy 
and went home a i night. When Mandy and Johnny were five they 
started school. Mandy came hom^— without Johnny. 

‘ Where ' s j oh n n y , I h en ? ’ said her m o r her. 

A haughty dirug. Silence. 

* Where is he? 1 
■Silence, 

S ls her coming laser? 1 

Silence. 

The mother, perplexed , kdr her and wens inside to get tea 
ready. Then - 

L T ea ’s ready. H as J o hnn y co tt ir ?’ 

Silence. 

"Isn't lie having rea today? 1 

Silence. . 

L Wh ;+ 1 \ die matter? Where t.f Johnny P Have you had a 
quarrel What's happened ? h 

'Well ! 1 said Mandy, tossing her bead with what Blake called 
Experience. ‘He never told me he was black ! ■ 



R o Linri r he c. n rner w here (_Li i holier a n d Pi ^c>i e si a m ■* i h re w 
bewildering accusations at us f Why did you kill Jesus y l Why do 
you drink babies 1 blood? 1 ). sp i mgthnr was Easier, with new 
sti dw hats and ribbons. But in our street, springtime was 
Passover, 

Fora whole week our pavements were smothered in children, 
rrouc h mg, c ra w I i ng, c mo n i ng a n d s ho mi ng, in tl i e Fasso ver 
hazelnut games. There was die game you played over i he hollow*. 
You era died ihe mas m your palm, you whispered to diem, 
prayed to them, begged and pleaded and bargained with them - 
sometimes in Yiddish, sometimes in English - then tossed them 
irrevocably, with a terrified regror for safety lost, into the liute 
hollow- Some boim oed out again with a brash, cheeky crack, 
Some went wide and rapidly rolled away, imprisoned swifily 
again by i he crack* between ihe IFags. Bui some stayed in, T olling 
sweetly round, and shimmering into stillness at i he bottom. They 
were the ones who won lor you, did tbrii best lor you, your 
faith! id friends. If you had more such faithful friends chan the 
other players, you took the Jot. 


The other game for i he proletariat was 4 oipky ", where you 
ha la n red f b ur n u is tl iree po i m s together a n d a n u t 01 1 Lop - a nd 
die other children rolled their mils to knock yours down. You 
took the nuts that wem wide. A winner took all your four. 

I his was a game for linle ehildirn, not old and lougli and 
cunning enough ro know the powerful magic that was whispered 
ovei- the hollow's, and noi skilful, masterful and organized 
enough to have act.] uned an empiy shoebox for the game of the 
elite who would undoubtedly get scholarships and become 
teachers and doctors and lawyers. 

For this game yon made holers in the lid, and wrote number s 
above i hem. Tlic smallest numbers - one and nought— went in ihe 
middle, where ihe cardboard, pa rain daily as the week moved on, 
sagged invii mgly. Tluee and four went near the corners that 
stayed high, proud and immune all week. Twos were sea tiered. 
Children hurled their mils, with skill orjusl with y.cst, while you 
stood by your stall, hauling them in. 

The wonderful thing about these games was that every bod y 
won. At i he end of each evening, no one was in teais ; it was a 
nmc of unalloyed ir iurnph. It iiiust have had something to do 
with ihe bowls heaped high with nuts that stood in everyone's 
parlour, rirh, generous and unaeeou ruing. 

And the rest of the year-, when the out .side world, the welcome 
callers -in, went back to Cheeiham and Strangeways and Lower 
Broughton, the street remained ours. It was never empty. It 
belonged to us. The din cracks between Ebe Hags than we poked 
loose with a stick when we planted an apple pip, waiting for the 
mighty tree co grow ovei night and! bursa the Hags asunder: the bits 
ol broken stick thai we tied string round m make whips for om 
top, or sent sailing down die gutter and. Hick, down the grid, 
while we whooped joyously alongside : the: see re i disturbing hea ri- 
el uicl ling messages scratched at eye -level, Follow this line 1 (and 
yon followed it compulsively, hoping iliac no one saw your 
weakness, i ill yon came to t he pay-olf, Mssy loi-rs Zclda ' or L F — 
the Red^’j ; the wet glorying marks on the wall where Two or three 
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The scissor man within* sparking wheel* the rag and bone 
man with his donkey a nd balloons. the Malian ire-cream wiili 
his massive leathery- loo ted horse and hiss fairground canopy, 
the milkman with his churns and jugs, all these a dulls were our 
friends who vi.siied us in our- territory- We watched them work, 
woi^ed with them , jumped on the hack of their cart as they left 
our territory and saw them off a hide was. ihen sliihercd of], 
bums and shoes scraping, and returned to our land. 

4 ' 


hoys were air ogam tJy urinating, watched! enviously* bitterly and 
with haughty head tossing by physically- limited linEc girls :oh 
thai glinering rainbow curve, the sheer height of it !!■; the high 
wad wheie you could bounce a hall, or build up a mi si ing chain 
of children playing ‘The 13 ig -Ship sails d no ugh the Allry-aJJey-o 
or die sad uncompromising file of 'Wallflowers* wallflowers, 
growing up so high* all voli pretty down's will soon I "rue to die’; 
the lamp-posls where we tied E rayed ropes and swung round, lec 
Hailing, the wickets white-chalked on Hie walls : the hopscotch 
uhne-rhalked on the pavement; and the Renoir smudges of 
coloured chalk ihai we spendthrift* trod on. and daubed and 
echoed recklessly among the ca h ha ge - lea ves — Cydai nei i h lemon 
and cornflower blue - all these were our marks, in our land. 






I here was tear in our strccis too, I still remember a n 
enormous drunk woman reeling lustily along full of cerrilyin^ 
good cheer. Just about held upright bv a smaller sheepish friend 
she bawled out her happy song. And behind her, flanked by two 
more enormous women, (oil ow ed her lirde giil streaming hi 
leiTor, i understood those screams. My cars still cringe with then 
Mv spine still crawls. And ] still see rhne child whose hard, 
lam i bar mother had become .so s i rangrly genial. possessed by 
^1 j cl i an a I i r n 1 y bci Lt: vo I en i spirit. 

Anri I was frightened too by the one flower J ever saw in our 
whole disu ict, a huee insolent hullv of a snnfinu^r ^ h.-. 



was stilly with a temporarily eonlroLled violence that set the 
nerves leaping, a war- chant taken lor grained. 


'] here was hostility in our street too, Catholic against 
Protestant, Gentile against Jew, Conservaiive againsi I jberal, and 
both against Labour. I he rhildren were the infantry in these 
bailies. We none of us ever knew' what it was about : we wcttc just 
loyal. Insults and stones weir hurled, hair wa.s savagely pulled. 
Children weir made wreirhed and bewildered and bitter 
somel ime* lor the resi of r heir lives. Hut there was no personal 
animosity in it. no private decision : it was tribal- The most 
familiar song that was not a street game 

Oft, I he B htes r {he jvlk , jo lb Bhte*- 
T. he B luvs s hall hve ffl f 
7 fte Beds shall die 
PTOA a carrol m 1 he j r eye , 

And the Hlue.i shall fcwfir ever ! 



m < j i e t t * nr c > l n ing, ] n r in >se wan u sp rung ,-j nc.1 y u im r Lev eve m n g ■ 
(who says the climate has not changed ?), the grown-ups would 
sir outside, some on i he doorsteps joining their children who 
were sirring there already earing ‘butties' wiih only a cotton shili 
on. and their bam bottoms r eerily ingly vulnerable to i heir 
mothers massive hands; and some, more genteel k, on bentwood 
cliairs. And nil mdincd rheir heads gradou.dy to their neighbours 
and gossiped soft I v 01 shouted across die s trcci rill die 
lampJighiei came. 

Qui street was full cd drama. We lived in it. b was our 
rei r ii. oiy. Every srage of our growth was mailed on it, our 
wonderment, our terror, our triumphs, our deprha dons, our 
ronipciisations, our hate and our lo-ve. We knew every single 
person in our street. When, later on, I met rich people, and 
heard them talk casually but with such a .sure love of 1 our 1 river 
and ‘ our 1 woods, 'our' lake and l our* I i elds, J was shaken. Bui r 
hn rl foigotten l our street', where, however squalid, grimy, 
violent, we ion had territory. 



For in the meantime J had hero me dispossessed. All ol'us, all 
die millions who never had woods or he Ids but had the si reel, 
have been dispossessed. Anti now I live in a London where poop I 
flee desperately from ihe clamour of unbearable crowds into the 
echo of unbearable loneliness, where pavements are noi for 
playing children but lor supei market slioppers on the march, 
where the roads are smoot h-surfa red for lethal can** riot cobbled 
for the huge mild horse of die rag and bone man, and whei e 
anything, however unimaginative, vindictive or half-witted, can 
be excused and even pinked i I only it keeps youth oil the streets' 
F o r i ndee d 1 h ere is a J ways so me i King disi urhing, soulclIu tig 
dial delicately fingers die spinal cord, something potent iallv 
menaci ng, about people who suddenly begin to do what they 
should have done in their early childhood. Our teenagers today 
liavc never owned their streets. When they stand at street 
roi neis they look dangerous, They may be plotting to take hack 
what should have been their own. Drive Ehem olt. Mow thrill 
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In the 1890s in Lhe Preface to her collection ol Children’s Singing 
Games, Alice Gomme wrote : 

When one consider* the conditions under winch child -life exists in the 
courts of London (whh which 1 am most acquainted), and of other 
great cities, it is almost impossible to estimate too highly the influence 
which these games have for good on town- bred populations. By watching 
slum children playing in them our reformers may learn a lesson, and 
perhaps see a way out of the dismal forebodings of what is to happen 
when the bulk of our population have deserted the country for the 
towns. 

She did not foresee that when the bulk of our population had 
done just that, there would be no room for singing games in the 
streets. 

The London streets have been dosed to children for a long time 
now. They are merely paths, covered in haste and weariness, to 
and from the supermarket or the launderette. Where can a child 
put down roots and grow ? 

They live in flats — new flats — where their mothers keep all 
windows permanently locked because the child might fall ; 
where the doors to the balconies - their only near-by playing 
space - are also kept permanently locked for the same reason ; 
where the walls and floors are so thin that the children cannot 
even run across the room to hug their father when he comes home 
from work without neighbours complaining; where mothers walk 
round and round the block with the baby in the pram and the 
small children hanging on to the pram handle because the father, 
who is working nights, is sleeping ; where the children who 
cannot play upstairs cannot play downstairs either, because the 
mother lives ten or twelve storeys up, and cannot see them or 
rescue them, and dangerous traffic threatens constantly. 

The mothers themselves, packed in their hundreds in these 
up-ended shoeboxes, rarely see each other, rarely speak to each 
other. Up and down they go in the lift — if it works — silently. 
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Perhaps it is the inhuman 'loading’ ol them into these moving 
boxes, shoulder to shoulder, chest to back, that prevents them 
from speaking to each other. Perhaps it is because the lift is 
moving, and they are being moved, and at the end of this brief 
move they will separate again. Perhaps it is because this coming 
together in a lift is so uncasual, almost has the air of being 
arranged by authority. Anyway. Lhey don't talk. You can get in the 
lift and an elderly woman may push in a man .so drunk she props 
him against the wall where he sags, deaf and indifferent, as she 
hurls abuse, and punches hopelessly at him. 'Same every bleeding 
day! Fuck you, you bleeding lucking piss-hole !’ simultaneously 
disassociating herself and expressing responsibility, 
angry and resigned and putting on an act for the 
one stranger. But no one else in the lift will say a word. They are 
like cart-horses so well trained they no longer have to wear 
blinkers. 

When one day the lilt breaks down, they trudge up a hundred 
stairs with their s flopping and their pushchairs and tficir 
washing and their children, backs, arms, legs, tempers breaking; 
but on the stairs they meet people, individual people, and they’ 
take tip their own chosen distance, and they linger, talking in 
pleasantly shocked tones about the 'disaster* that is secretly so 
welcome, becoming partly human again, until the machinery is 
mended and takes over once more. 

And every weekend they go back to the crumbling street they 
were ‘cleared’ from - where their mother and father still live, 
where their old friends still lay mattresses on the floor to sleep on 
because beds would go straight through the floor boards, and the 
children who are left still roll marbles down the sloping floor, 
and the shopkeepers who have known them since childhood are 
still chalking things up ; but soon, of course, everyone will be 
dispersed, into newer more hygienic buildings, and the exiles will 
have no old country to run home to, and will have their backs to 
the new white wall. 

And people will get lost in the new white subways and the new 
white flights ol steps, the drawing-board made concrete — until 
they learn to ignore their own senses, their own reason, their own 
memory, and meekiv follow the notices, going the way thev are 
told. 
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In i heir- new flats, only a common enemy ever filln thcii 'dying 
loneliness and makes ihtm led alive. Only some menace - 
sometiines a fancied one - Ibtrces thou to knock on each or her 1 * 
Hooi-s h and form alliances that have a la i ni hi/<u r e resemblance to 
friendship. In this way, talked ‘a coloured family 1 moving in may 
gc-T rhem drinking cups of tea in each or her\ llai*, believing they 
are nete.Ssary to cadi other, believing ihcy can act to shape their 
future, believing rhej can instead have their mother on iheit 
daughter livLiif? near therm. I hen a local paper- gleeful Jv 
publicizes their sad little petition, and wild threatening notes air 
p *. Lvh, et ] i h rough ( 1 1 e i r- 1 c L ter bt ) k es : doo r - c h a i ru a re l jo u gl i c and 
par lie joins loneliness. And r>n the huge wall beliind the busy 
modern police s mi ion, lascisi .slogans will be white washed u 
night. 

4 * 


And all rhaT rime:, you will probably find, no one has ever seen 
this 1 eoloui ed family \ and n ever will. Did they exist ? Or were 
they a sick joke, like a paper bag burst by some lool ro waken a 
pathetic co n I used old man a a id set him leap mg 

Em i he children, who for a bi id i hne were responsible 
messengers for parents who suddenly acquired vitality and powei 
and importance and solicitude, will go lo then school and say, 

: T he b I a e fcs rake o ur homes . ? 

Hui sometimes their Bats are old ones. Some -friends oJ on is, a 
lew years ago. matle a shore film round one ol ihese blot ks . . , the 
windows blanked with squares of card board, like een nplasier, tlic 
idiodc gi bbering archway standing pompously in ihe gap ol a 
tumbled walk the br'ick-lirfered, old iron -pi led dump where 
children plav (digging holes in ihe ground with hunki oi twisted 
iron, scooping loose tlii l in lagged tin cans, and on occasion 
casually, amiably and tentatively tossing bricks at each other - 
children in all respect like [ he children of my Salford childhood. 




cxcup £ that th esc children arc well dressed . Arid beyond, line 
a Irer line spanning the dealing silky, stretch ihose ropes ol 
babies" nappies, so astonishingly white, due have not been in 
Southwark long enough to lin n grey, r remember I had almost 
accepted the place as a H3iil set, ami suddenly ii lr<ve mv blood 
to see a postman with a bag ol letters trudging up inside ihe iron, 
grilles they ra 1 1 staircase windows here, and to realize that people 
lived iheie. wrote and received letters behind ibo.se non bars. 

The children flocked round. First six, soon close on a hundred. 
T it lor telly?’ they wanted to know. A liule girl who looked 
about eighi pulled a packet oJ Woodbines from her pocket, 'Waul 
rue to smoke ? ' slit: said obligingly. I he\ were very cooperative 
and knowledgeable. f Cct out of the way ]' lhe% shouted. ‘‘He^s the 
shooter 1 ’ '] hey enjoyed i lie won I 'shout* - enjoyed the c ha nee 
to use it in a new context, an approved prestigious context, and 
they used it with wit. ' Don't move or i hey 11 shoot you f they 
shoLited, and yelled with la tig hie r. 

The adults instantly thought The film was being made to 
remedy the housing, done I dr their- benefit. Like besieged people, 
they welcomed the liberators . . . but coolly. J ’Bout time too. 1 said 
one woman sternly. 'Should have made a film here years ago. 
Might get something done now .' 

'h it a documentary?' said one elderly man. Ts it about the 
amdrf'mu T My inside mrued over when he said that. Mot 'Is it 
about what we've got ro pui up wi i h ? 1 but Ts it about the 
conditions?* an approved, alienated, expert, sociological word. 
Over and over again, you meet this in these hopeless districts. 
People have lost their own Inner dr iso ; they see themselves as 
tilings experts a re interested m. Anyone with an educated accent 
is seen ai once as a representative of ihe mysterious People w ith 
Power tlic Council , i he Tel I v - who must be seized and 
bombarded with demands. Any p rotes i chat you art: not from 
'Authority* turns you in to an enemy, withholding ihings Irom 
them, not just a bastard bui a cunning bastard. 

5 ’ 
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I saw a. ieles :ision documentary recently that filmed an area like 
this. actd showed the high spoi nfihe children’s school holiday — 
i he [ i me w 1 urn other children went to the. country, lo i he sea — 
when inm these harsh, crammed, noisy streets Li bulldozer arrived 
10 demolish some of die buildings, and rhe dusi was ten times 
thicker than usual. anti the usual jangling row was raised to 
s h a y ie rii Lg ii] ind-hia st i ng p E i r h , a ml i h e ch i Id t ei i we a e ext i Led ai i d 
thrilled to become absoi bed in the world’s work, and to watch 
offidal tlestmctiom It was only demotiiion work rhai they ever saw 
- no quirr building. 

In Islington, a I .ondon borough with 1 1,000 on the housing I is 
where twenty -two aan is taken up by prisons, a deputation went 
10 [lie I lome Oflicc because the Govern men 1 had announced tliiit 
it was going to rebuild one of die prisons, Holloway. The leader 
old be definition asked, 'Would there be any open space leli over 
when Holloway is rebuilt? . . . There is nowhere lor a mother to 
go w'iih a pram, even for a walk.' But the Minister of Siaie lor 
Home Affairs (a sardonic title in the circumstances) said that if 
1 he re were a ny ope n space i efi r he y woi i!d bu ild ano th cr p ri s o n 
1 here- 




At the opposite end nf'lxindou, rn,y end, I went to visit a sick 

family. When J ca me inin ihe hving-ioum where he lay, 3 
.saw ihai Ids Ejed had been moved, from The hesi wall whose only 
fault was Thar i he draughts whistled through the holes behind* he 
wallpaper, to a wall so sodden i he paper peeled ofi'at a touch 
like hark from a tree, J his wall was under i he window. It was 
suuimertime, and he wanted 10 see out duo the garden. J hr 
garden! A strip of yard where the only tap was, and where dir 
children ticked ihe lava lory door before they wem in io drive oif 
the rats. 

Mi King stretched out a little, and res red his elbow on die 
broken window-sill under the broken sash cord. A rat acmally 
jumped there, paused a momeni and stared al him. Mr King 
joked chirpiJy, 4 A mJ may look at a King ! ' Kafs didn’r seem 10 
worry him excepi ■ h l-u he didn’t like: the children having to drive 
2 hem out of the lavatory. [Hue perhaps diey would worry him 
more, I i bought, il lie were not dying! 1 

He had recently acquired some friends. reliable h tends who 
have initiative, and knowledge of how i he world is run - the 
N S P C C When ] called, dieNSFCC Inspector had managed to 
get pa mt and wallpaper, hm she rouldnh use them when the 
walls were so we], so she had got on to the Sanitary Depas Lmeiic 
ol the Borough Council, hoping ihey might cliase the landlord. 
But the landlord wants llieui out: then he’ll do up the cottage and 
lei ii Job four times the renr. In lad, he offered them £150 ro go. 
Mrs King, a simple soul* was enchanted and r hough* it very kind 
of him, bm Mi King and [be Inspector tljought otherwise. How 
would a dying man and his inadequate wile and die lour children 
si ill ai home find an where else to live P Meanwhile the walls drip 
and the rats st amper and [he plaster falls in a Jinn y from holes 
in 1 he ceiling: and we wondered w ha 1 would happen if instead the 
Sa 1 litary Dcpartn tent eon detuned 1 1 ie I kju sc wb a 1 a d e spera te 
chance to have 10 lake. 

5 *> 



Upstair s, 1, hough, one ol rhe two rooms is drier. This is the one 
where the Boor lias a huge hole in ll and slants so much yon can 
scarcely stand u plight. Another Inspector and j he eldest boy 
painted ii Easi weekend, and now the three youngest sleep there in 
the gaiety. 

I ■'mm his bed, Mr King, responsible and capable, 1 an la mil y 
a flails. He gave his wile money 1.0 buy a loaf of bread, and 
received back ihe change, counting each penny, when she 
returned, for she is not very bi ighi. She talks of Eus Tunning sores' 
% v i 1 h 1 he same .sea iter -brained in reresi as she mighi ol her 
daughter*® wedding cake, and wonders chattily why he cries 
so met nnes. 

I got up to go. And then suddenly, he said something That was 
startling coining ItOtii him, a practical man concerned, even when 
he is dying, with payments on time, with rent tribunals, landlords, 
public assistance and ial eaieheis and all the responsibility of 
running a home. T wish you could find out forme/ he said, 

'where I Could gel ;i canary. A Yorkshire or a NoHoik ur an 
African canary. 1 used to breed them once, you know/ ] was 
shaken. 
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Going home I thought, was it hop e. or an obstinate insistence 
on his right 10 a I mure, or ]* in just a need for limpid tranquillity 
at die end ? And what would a canary swinging from i liau c utting 
window, where the letid air from i he gasometer meets the sieneh 
fr om a dying man, whia would it make ofihe this* and die rats of 
the Canary? Wouldn't die canary 1 * singing drench ids end in a 
glorious shower ul' golden notes like fireworks in the evening, and 
make the children's eyes dance, and his simple* cheerful wife 
m o it cl iecrf ul and l ig h i - h ea ded vcill A 

And r i bought, supposing one ofihe children managed m write 
about tliis in school ( E My Pels* . , . 'my rat nnd niv canary’) in 
chaotic Ibrmations or explosions of word*. Would the teacher 
give her good marks? Would she los uigly reciprocate Or 


hut some dinii ici* are L better, more open, more sophisticated. 
Mine is 011c. Just up t 3 »e road from me is another council block, a 
human scale one Someone had the bright idea of mixing young 
couple* who had small childr en, with old people. So the Council 
built maisonettes with lower flnrs which they Let Lo old people and 
upper Hats which ihe^ let to young laimbes. The children arc 
not allowed m play in their Hals, because the old people cannot 
ytand i he noise. They aiT not allowed to play on their balconies 
because die old people can’t stand the noise. They are not 
allowed to play on the paih because the old people mighi 
fal l ewer them. And of course they aie noi allowed to play 
on the grass, the tidy mown r her i shed piece of grass, because 
noi only can the old people not stand the noise, but the grass 
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And anolhei day. someone had given a small boy a huge bag ol 
nkers. 1 le l ook them outside, and other- children came and 




Jacky, a friend of mine from another strcei, once paused mi the 
notice hoard oil a grassy overgrown triangle of land, and read oui 
Children are not allowed rn play on the grassk Jaeky being only 
lorn, we said, "Can you read Then ? T 'No/ said jaeky scornfully. 
Then how did you know m said that ? And surprised at our 
ignorance, she matter of faclly answered, l We[l, wherever s 
there s grass, ehildren aren’t allowed 10 play on it, air they?* 
Once when rhe Council had sent a man 10 mow the law n in 
front ol i hr m a i sonnies, the seeni oi i hr cut grass in die sun goi 
i r i to the children s noses and made them drunk, and thn ran 
abour kicking die amazed si. till into rhe an , and picking it up in 
Cushiony handfuls to In rathe its juicy sweetness, arid rolling over 
and over like rows on sunsoft wi ndfalls or rais oucatmim, 
shrieking and laughing for joy. The care laker said grimly he was 
phoning for the Cornu il and we’ll see about thai. 


sat on dir path and he divided them between them all because 
l!ic j 3 r were so inanv. Some children had as many as ien each. I hey 
were verv beau ti 1 1 j I. ' I he old people will lall on them, shouted 
the caretaker, and 'Well see about that’, and phoned loi the 
Co i j n r i 1 or sa id 1 ic was go « n g a o. 

.So he builds up in tliese small ch ildren ■ because he himself 
Ca nnol cope, without ihr.se divisions a hatred ol the old people 
who could have been leisurely, placid, experienced companions 
lor them, glad of the vitality and ihe renewed growth the 
children broughi ihem. t he ehildren grow aggressive, and sullen 
and smouldering. 

ihe tenants held a meeting. ‘Can* t the children have just a bit, 
j us r a na r row s crip . 1 1 1 a I is a he i r own to p lay oi i ? i he ^ s a id . No. 
"Where ran they plav l hen, if they can't play in their lla is, or on 
die balconies, the paths, the grass? 1 Outside in the street, hr said. 
The street is the main I .ondon— Brighton highway. One child has 
already been killed there. 
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So. in ihi^ block ol maisoneues, where the Council caretaker 
is evei aleri for i respa sscrs - children who Jive there and try to 
play -a mother rebelled. In hoi dimmer, when n pink copper 
cloud hung in the sky tenuously dissolving, and mother parts of 
London llie trees were lush and shady and the grass wide and 
welcoming and the white paths were bobhing wiih grave 
nursemaids and gay an- pairs, and all the elegant fantasy of high 
prams with tasselled canopies, she bought a small plastic- 
paddling pool. She put ir in the middle of" the holy paieh of grass, 
and poured jugfuls of water in iu li was for everyone. The 
children came running. 

The adults were aghast. frightened* unnerved. What would 
1 lap pen? What vengeance would be taken? J he caretaker said 
he'd gei the Council. The rebel mother said she didn't care il he 
did; by the time they arrived, she children's day would be over. Hr 
kept eon ling om and shouting hr w r as phoning tire Council; they 
wer e on their way, now. he shouted. Championed by this one 
mother, die children ddied him. ] he Council never came. You 
could sav die children had won L But die happiness had gone out 
oi l hem. Until the caretaker had ilii earned ihem, they had been 
playing there naturally, because ihe sun was blazing down and n 
was natural to splash in cool waier, crisscrossing the soles of your 
damp hare feet with grass and washing it ufl again m the rocking 
water. They had been splashing, shouting, nrvelling. absorbed 
in i he cool caress of rbe water, watching with interest and curiosity 
the explosive splash, the startled spray, i he single winking drops 
on ;j blade of grass. But r fieri they stopped playing naturally, They 
were playing mock-furl ively. defiantly, angrily, laummgly, noi m 
Creative pleasure but in bank. They would run to die pool and 
dip a tf>f: in, djeir head over their shoulder to hear a shout bom 
the caretaker , ihe shorn more exctiing than the water whose 
pleasure was forgotten. They were no longer free. They were 
chained to ihe pool hv i he adult’s en mil y, all rrea live ness gone. 

[ hen one by one, they went indoors, not knowing why die gloiy 
of the sun chat still shone had gone down lor diem -until only 
one or two were leii. beginning 10 throw things sullenly, small 
things ac first. Maybe soon the caretaker would have something 
biggei to phone ihe Council tor. 
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London hates children. Children are the bottom of the pile, the 
lowest rung of the ladder, the small scapegoat available to the 
most inadequate or Lhe most harassed adult. Arid London creates 
harassed adults, and. by its ever-increasing impossible demands, 
inadequate ones. 

We have an appalling bus sendee here. When the children come 
out of school, and there is already a long line of people waiting 
at the bus stop, the adults become vicious. Hate moves along the 
line palpably stiffening everyone. "Bloody little devils/ 'We had to 
walk when wc were their age ! ! 'Taking grown-ups 1 seats !’ 
'Oughtn’t to be allowed ! ’ 'Bloody devils ! ’ ; Why don't they make 
them walk ! 1 The conductor cooperates by yelling at the children 
and ordering them off the bus whenever h'e can, thus winning 
passengers’ friendship in a way that - the ser vice being so 
maddening — only happens when they are both united against 
someone else. 

When a young friend of mine moved up to secondary school 
and found himscll having to lake this bus, he was so upset by the 
grown-ups’ anger that he preferred to walk - and it was a long 
way — however- late he got home. 

About that time, in a different district, a small girl was 
assaulted. She had been walking home from school, and a lot of 
accusations were made against her mother for being so mean as 
not to give her bus-fare; but the mother said that she did give 
her- bus -fare, but the grown- ups were so nasty to the kids for 
getting on the buses that she said she’d sooner walk. 

Yet further north, where the cities are smaller and you can see 
the hills at the end of the street, they arc not nearly so hateful to 
children. T was on a bus in Sheffield when the schoolchildren 
came out, flooding to the bus stops. Now a Londoner, 1 cringed. 

But nobody swore at the children. I could scarcely believe it. 

The kids hurled themselves on to the bus, clattered dumpily up 
the stairs, crowded into the downstairs — and the passengers 
smiled at one another in a loving family complicity, and the 
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conductor joked with a horde of lads on the platform, pretending 
to punch them, ft was amazing to me, and wonderful. 

Two little schoolgirls in warm winter scarves sat near the 
conductor. Or rather, only one sat ; the other one was leaning 
forward and then standing up and talking to the conductor, and 
the two of them, the child and the man, had this conversation in 
their slow unconstrained Sheffield voices that give everyone the 
same amount ol respect : 

'How old do you have to be, to be a conductor i )? 

'Well, I don’t know. Let me think. . . . Eighteen. Yes, eighteen 
you have to be.’ 

'Eighteen . . 

‘ Why did you ask ? Do you want to be one then ?’ 

'Yes/ (All this ve ry slo w a n d 1 o ng - d ra ■ wn - o ut . ) T tli i i lk I d 1 i ke 
to be a conductor. I like running up and down stairs, you 
see. . . . But I’m only ten. It’s a long time to wait . . . Td have to 
wait eight years. It’s a long time, eight years. . . . But oh, \ do want 
to be something ! f 

There was in her voice and in her face that awareness of 
gradually moving lime, of time moving one along to some 
special moment unconjectured as yet but surely so wonderful 
when it comes. This is something you only see in girls. 

You see it here in London in the faces of sixteen year olds, 
leaning against lamp-posts in their school uniform waiting for the 
bus, with their hair escaping in golden tendrils from useless 
school hats. You see it in the office girls, wakened from their 
dreams by the alarm clock yet still dreaming, hair still muzzy from 
the pillow, eyes still smudgy and cloudy from sleep, teetering up 
the High Road in stiletto heels, bandaged so light in their short 
skirts, they char lesion to get on the bus and the conductor has to 
haul them aboard in their ridiculous enchanting incapacity. 
Everything they do has this larger echoing touching quality; so 
that what they actually say is only a starting point for your 
surprised response to them. Somehow they are always potential. 
They are never completely in the present but always leaning 
forward. They have that extraordinary hopefulness that is always 
on the brink ol turning into delight. They arc waiting, but not 
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lor the bus. J ht y have been clanged awake belbre I id E- time but 
not only by dial cheap a]anu dock. Yes, rbn tia warn 10 be 
.something. ijui ihey don’t know what k is. 

Tls is is something quire differem from i he adult- willed 
assertion, the aggression, even sometimes dir edgine^, oi l he l>oy 
who wains io be a Ijui Conductor, or an engine driver, or an 
astronaut, or a physicist. Ibn I bavenevei seen this quality \o 
dearly m a girl as young as ten. 



So maybe ii k no use grabbing them, by the shoulder and 
yelling down their ear, "You are a failure] [ have proved ii ! 1 
and ’You haver failed again ! ' and "J here is no future for you, 
nothing ku you at all f ’ Because they don’t hear, tiny just smile 
sleepily bur nor a i us, and our nagging, hostile, ignorant voices 
do not break into their dream. 

But you know, you could never hear a conversation like ibai 
on a I. on don bus. 




Gratis is not lor playing on, flowers are not I br picking. trees are 
i \oi for- climbing. I n I jondon, a c hild i n a r ree splii s o he sky 
asunder, rbundtT seems to track, lightning forks, and any adult 
near thinks at once of Borstal. 

I once passed an advenune playground where live or si\ hoys 
of i we lee or so were climbing some high ramshackle con si nm ion, 
so liigh that. it was very v isible above the lence — a mistake to be 
paid lor, as all adventure playground workers know- when a man 
wilEl a bowler bat and a neatly rolled umbrella came by, TTe 
stopped; horrified. He could sea reel y believe his eyes. A 
policeman on die corner was leaning on the bonnet of a ear, 
making notes. The man walked swiftly up and poked the 
policeman in ihe nrse wirh his umbrella. 'Officer V be said. 
‘Officer!* The policeman denehed his teeth and said nothing. 

The man poker l him again. L Glbcei f - Officer !’ A lew more sharp 
pokes and commands, and the policeman, fuming, and still 
refusing to turn round, said ’Just what is the matter, sir?’ 'Look !' 

the man waved his umbrella ; he jvas incoherent - 'Look f 1 ’Look 
at what said the policeman wit h deliberate weight. "Those boys ! 
Look] They're climbing !’ "I heyVt: allowed to, sir,' said the 
policeman. Tt's their playground.’ : Qm . . . r'Tl’you doffi mind, 
sir : J’m busy here.’ 'Hut - rheyYe climbing]' '] know, sir. XhtTe 
is nothing I can do, sir/ 'But - they're climbing ! Ids fantastic f 
Disgraceful ! Appalling V The policeman presented only a wide 
impervious arsc ; , so die man walked into tilt: road, halted the 
tjallu: imperiously witlia wave of his u mimed a and marched 
over, exela in ii i tg alo u d t 1 f anta Stic] l.> isgraceiu I f ' t un ling aro u rid 
as he crossed 10 wave his umbrella ai the oEdh ions boys. 

I ha\e seen Ehree eiiv girls seni crazy-drunk in spring lime by ihe 
unknown, unexpected sight and smell of un fenced Council- laid 
out beds of lossing daffodils, so T.har ibey rushed m ihem and 
picked them and threw them all in ihe air, like an ecstatic puppy 
in one's arms will gobble up a bunch of violets, quire out of their 
senses — Or may he at last in diem. 
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I have seen children in a park warned off from picking blossom 
encouraged by n sympa i he tic adult to pick die dandelions that 
grtrw among the grass, thinking that was sale for- them. But E saw 
the dandelions whipped away from them by an outraged keeper 
who scourged them with withering words, and then, before ihe 
children's agonized ryes, lammed ihe flower* into a rubbish bin, 
smashing them down righteously to make sure ihey could not be 
a ■evened or- revived. 

The chi IrJ s en On Council estate's cannot keep animal 1 ?, and 
cannot grow flowers. J am sur e children need m be in much 
with the earth, need to have their fingers in soil, and their eves 
looking into an animal's, ora bird s (!yes. These children are 
dissociated from the universe, and ihe rhythm of the universe* 
i hey are like a note that has been hurled out of the score. 

But in the city, min is only an enemy. Earth is the horrid 
detested dirt diat they furtively, guiltily, bring in on then shoes. 
Rain turns dirt u> mud, and you get clobbered for rhai. I he 
approved ground is concrete. What you grow tiling’s on is blotting 



L’p the road fi om here is some parkland. And there I saw four 
children playing. Their ball went up into a tree. And suddenly, 
tumbling through tfie leaves an apple fell down. The children 
were wonder-struck. An apple falling out of a tree 1 How did it get 
up there ? 

They examined it to see if it was real, and were amazed that it 
was. Gravely, and a little troubled by the mystery, they began to 
play again, stealing sidelong glances more and more often at the 
magic tree until at last, semi- accidentally, the ball again sailed up 
into the tree, and wonder of wonders, another apple tame down. 

Now it was settled beyond any doubt 1 They were seized by 
glorious merriment, a wild delight, and over and over the ball 
shot up into the tree, and the apples pelted down, tiny, wormy, 
enchanted apples. And such enchanted children. Never in their 
lives had they seen such a thing - apples growing on trees, like a 
picture in a book ! 

The adult with them was entranced by their delight, and with 
the knowledge that came to them with the delight, a revelation ; 
and she pretended she saw nothing whatever, just sat among the 
falling leaves and twigs and apples with an eye alert for a keeper. 
But soon her friend came up, good citizenship overriding ail 
delight in her, and was shocked and stern and a little frightened. 
They went home. But the children took the magic apples with 
them hidden in their pockets, apples that grew on trees, 
imagine ! 

Someone once told me that when she was a child in Vienna her 
mother bought up one whole summer crop of a cherry tree lor the 
children. For a spring, summer and autumn, the tree was the 
children’s. Nose-deep in spring in the creamy curds of blossom, 
perched in summer in among the swinging cherries, mouth and 
clothes stained crimson with the season’s culmination, they lived 
in their cherry tree. They were at one with the sky, an accepted 
part of the whole, wide, magical, reasonable, rhythmical world. 
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Children, because they are small and weak, because they have had 
little experience, and because it suits us to condition them 
quickly before they have more experience, become secretly 
convinced we are omnipotent, and that any catastrophe is the 
result of our wrath, our wrath with them. If the sky were to fall on 
them, they would think it had happened because they had peed on 
the floor when we had w-arned them not to. 

What dreadful crime they have committed, that has made some 
children rejected and unloved, the children do not know. But 
after all, in most people’s childhood, it is punishment that tells 
them they have committed a crime, and this has always been 
enough. So unloved children know, not that dneir parents are at 
fault, unhappy or inadequate, but that they - the children - have 
committed a crime. 

There are some homes where these rejected children are kept 
at bay with cold meaningless gifts, or are reckoned up in terms of 
the examinations they pass, or are hatefully ignored so that they 
do not even know for sure that they are there, let alone when or 
how they committed their crime. These homes are called ‘good’ 
homes, so society says nothing to these children. Never openly 
accused, they spend their lives desperately hiding the ‘knowledge’ 
oi their guilt, the secret 1 knowledge’ that they are murderers - 
they murdered love. Teachers like children like this. They work 
hard and pass examinations, because they know they are a 1 wavs 
on trial. 

But in other homes, these children are beaten, or deliberately 
burnt, or left naked on soaked mattresses. And then society itself 
confirms with a dap of thunder their terrifying fantasies. Society 
itself surrounds them with policemen, takes them to court, tries 
them, and condemns them to be taken away from everyone they 
know and shut up in a special place where only other like 
criminals live. We call this place a Home. 

I have seen children in these Homes. They sidle up to any 
stranger. They cling to you, they slide their hands inside your 
sleeves, they rub themselves against you — not in tranquil 
friendliness but in a grotesque masturbation, and not only that, 
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Ivur almosr as if tiny arc trying to deline themselves, to outline 
themselves, to id I i hem selves, 1 That is whcre I feel someihing; 
dial musl he my surfaced And some visitors, gen ing our of their 
cars and pausing fora nun me m Le r the glow ol doing a won h while 
thing fall on them like sunshine, are llaiieied, actually flattered, 
i birthing this insistent wriggle o F arms and legs is due to then- own 
personal charm. 'Aren't they sweet !' they excla im, modestly 
distra ecing at tern ion 1 mm i hem selves. Sweet! My God. they are 
obscene. They are not human- The essem ial a m ibure of a human 
being, the physical identity they should have felt in babyhood, 
l he calm assurance of being loved and therefore of loving, lias 
been taken away from them- And far I in behind everything they 



do gn >wi rig only deeper as years arid evpci ec i \ ee and Ibrtu itous 
happei lings are piled on lop like earth on a corpse — is i he 
Ixj uomless despairing conviction that they have committed an 
unspeakable crime. It must indeed be unspeakable, since no one 
ever speaks oS it. 

I knew two children from a I lomr. Brother and sister, they had 
half-brothers and sisters scattered all over ihccmiiiLry. Their 
Home was an esutle separated by large gaies from die ordinary 
world. Thev never nipped round to the shop on die comer, drey 
never jiinnpr-d on a bus, or greeted you in a park, or climbed trees 
for conkers in the gold ol autumn and hidden tn rhe leaves heard 
the rnnversaiion of strangers. I hey lived only among their kind. 
What was their kind P Well, these two were children who, ten yea is 
bed ore, screamed beside iheir father as he hanged himself ; their 
mo i her had a ha ndo ne d them gc i Tie off with a no thcr man. Then- 
kind ran in this Home to lour hundred or so. 

But once every three weeks ihey were invited into the outside 
world by a friend of miner who for seven years, while the children 
were moved from place Lo place, arid the ii Files were lost, and die 
ad 1 1 ks who deal* wsrh ihem had changed over and over again, had 
remained their constant ’ auntie \ 


After all those years, they still marvelled at the things that went 
on in her house — that ‘uncle’ shaved, that he went to work every 
morning, tit at he and L auntie' slept in the same bed, that they 
went to shops, chose what they wanted to buy and paid with 
money, that vegetables had names like ‘cauliflower’ and people 
ate them. ... Her home was a strange and remarkable place, 
almost eccentric they would have thought if they had gained 
the vocabulary to think with. It was the only place where they 
could keep individual possessions - a toy, ajar of paint, a frilly 
petticoat, "white knickers, a hair ribbon, a hamster. 

It was in her house that I saw the case they had brought with 
them that weekend Irom the Home. 

One blue jersey, ragged, unravelling, full oflarge holes. One 
dirty shirt, faded to grey, full of tiny holes. Two separate halves 
of pyjamas, the top half filthy, the bottom half clean, both the size 
for a child hall this age, both so washed out they might almost 
have been the same pattern but they weren’t. One filthy shirt, 
faded to two completely different colours. Everything was 
dirty and disintegrating, everything was several sizes too small. 
Everything had a name inside, some several names, and not one 
name their own. Yet my friend wa.s constantly buying them 
clothes, clothes that they delighted in because they were like hers, 
or ‘unde's’, or her own children’s ; but as soon as they got them 
Home they were Tost’, their housemother told them, and they 
never saw’ them again. 

So in this way and in many many other ways, always coming 
between the two children and their ‘auntie' and ‘uncle’, the 
authorities confirmed lor the children what their first abandon- 
ment had already told them - not that any adults were at fault, but 
that they were not fit to be loved. 

And when they are no longer children, neither the ‘clever’ child 
who has survived examinations, nor the 4 dull’ child Irom the 
Home, what becomes of them ? How many of [hem can ever make 
a full relationship ? How many of them dare ? How many dare 
stand naked before another human being and say, T committed 
the crime of not being loved. Am 1 forgiven ?' 
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Nina has been working for a fortnight in a one o’clock dub. She 
wrote to me : 

There is a. very tough kid who comes here — Susan, her name is, and she’s 
eight. She is brimming with confidence, and talks in a strident, capable, 
cockney voice : 4 ’Alio, miss ! You alright, miss ? Til Yip you, miss ! ’ She 
looks at you with her face tilted down slightly, and her eyes watchful and 
steady, as if she’s ready for you to shout or hit out at her at any moment. 
She : s nor frightened or beaten — just defiant and strongly ready for any 
provocation into battle. 

Today she came with her three older brothers — eleven, twelve and 
thirteen vears old — except that one of them said she wasn’t his sister but 
his girlfriend. Thev look extraordinarily alike, these two ! This 
particular ‘ brother’ came up to me : 

‘Are you “Miss” ?’ 

'Yes’ - laughing, 

'No, you’re not.’ 

‘Well, I’m supposed to be.’ 

‘You carrying things in? I’ll do it.' 

‘Thanks very much. You could help me with this table.’ 

' No, 1 11 lake it ' - the same under- the- eyebrows way of looking at you, 
and never a flicker of a smile. 

Then Susan, with her usual ‘You alright, miss ?’, and the two other- 
boys joined in carry ing heavy equipment from the field to the hut. 

Pauline saw them in the hut - officially a play area for under- fives only, 
'Come on now - out you go, you older children - you’re too big to be 
here. My helpers ignored her. She banged on the table and yelled at 
them. They scooted. Just outside the hut, one of them grabbed a toy iron 
and ironing board and ran off with it, another knocked over some toys, 
and a third took a toy trolley and ran with it, dragging it over the 
fence with him. All four of them were very angry. So was I. 

‘They were helping,’ I told Pauline. 

■ No, they weren’t.’ (How to cope with that one ?) 

‘They rmv? helping me^ ] said, and went towards where the lour kids 
were, calling ‘ Please, come back ! ’ They ignored me - understandably, I 
thought. 

I earned on with my work. Pauline ran over to the (encc shouting 
shrilly, ‘ Bring back those things at once, will you ? Come on now, you 
horrors ! ’ I went into the hut. 
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A L> w ] nni 1 1 rn\s lu Ler Pu ul ii if c ai [j e Srllugl v eH w ith Lite Lb uj kids. 

" Til cy'rc going to he Ip us — ■?' £ f :' ( ?y. ,l v . ' 1 Wei I . r>J co i ] i - sr. fc . ’ J sai H L : r bey were 
helping before/ And I smiled aL the kids. L Thank you,' I said. 

We linished carry ing all the sttdl inside and I stood on the step chatting 
io Lbr lo li i oJ Lbem. Suddenly Lhc thirteen \ear old bent down and picked 
snrnrl h i 1 1 up from I hr sand by L h-t- slep. * T\e found £ J i crepei ic r ,' Jit 1 said, 
and then - t onflbl H^lsLj Li across bis [at e as be glatited L nit- - ’No, ] 
aveii'l/ And lie i bitched die [liner penny pine, looking oonfnsed and 
guilty, 'hinders keepers/ I said, smiling. There was no one around 
bewailing ihe loss ol threepence. The lad stood up, thrust Jus hand out. 

1 'em: you a nr/ I look I be I JirefjiciLii y pi nr, and handed ir bark ro him , 
saying, ' |r s Knday - here’s a weekend present for yon / And he took tt. 
Immediately ihe iwclve rear old put his hand m his pocket and took urn 
a penny bnlelle had found suj ilewbere ? \ ' T.re vou art*., miss/ hr said. I 
tea ak the ffrrnny, laughed, and gave il Enaek m tEk l bov, Having, 'Happy 
Friday/ And he popped irback in his pock a. 

Alter a bit Lite eleven vear old said, 'Villi here Mondays Err you 
Monday / '/ won'! Ije bej e/ ) said loddv was my last day at rhe Flay 
Park . ’Oil ter II, sa 1 ton anywav. Wr'II wmcand help you ' 'Yes, VvC h ll 
COLTLC and help, they all said HO smiles. j usl fails. ' Smashing, 1 said- 
and turned lo go into ihe huL. "Miss, miss !" from die eleven year old. I 
turned bark. 'Yap?' T *yid casually. ’ I wanl to give you something,* he 
saiil, ami as I looked at him, I saw him la go oi a handful of sand behind 
his Etack. 'Oil no f’ ] laughed, T don’L Win l a load of sand in rny fare, 
thanks / 'No, lie said, T want to whisper something/ I bent rny head 
down. He kissed my check, Now me,’ said Lhe diiitern yrarntld, and he 
kissed me on the cheek too. 'Your Luin ! L ordered die eleven year old 
to rlu i twelve year old. who w as a bit embarrassed and blusEied. 1 He 
doesn't h.ivr ro if be doesn't want to. ' I said, 'buL thank you - ymiVe mads 
mv weekend ' - and I leallv nteanl it. I wa.s veiy innved and preLly amazed. 

The Lbui kids Luj ned and left — sturdy, grave, rough, rotigh bullies of 
kids two of them LO itrLuju lojunioi school on Monday, and l\\Q of 
them LO a "llotne" in a fortnight's time. ' Tn - ra / they called as Lhe\ 
climbed Over die fence, ^tilJ unsmiling. And on rhe Other side tl ir\ hurled 
themselves on top of one another in a mugh rough kids’ fight. 
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I was talking about writing for children, and of children's need to 
work through grid’, fear and catastrophe. And someone in the 
audience said she lived near Aberfan, where in October 1966 the 
coal tips engulfed a village and buried the school, wiping out 
almost a whole generation. Her boy, age seven, insisted that the 
television news be kept on all day long. The adults wanted to turn 
it off; they found it unbearable ; but the child would not allow 
them to. For five days that child watched the television screen, 
the digging, the weeping, the floodlights, the carrying away of 
dead children, the coffins, the flowers. For five days he insisted on 
seeing the newspapers, the photographs, the headlines. The 
adults were near breaking- point, vet they managed to continue to 
trust the child. 

During these five days, he began to play with his 'Action Man’ 
toy, twisting the doll’s limbs and body into contorted agonizing 
shapes, very disturbing to the adults. Then he began to make a 
pile of his toys in the middle of the room— still with the television 
set on. He got his torch and fixed it so that it shone on the huge 
heap. Then finally he set his Action Man on top of the heap and 
brought him crashing to the bottom. The parents were sick and 
full of dread. But the child was finished with it. He had come to 
terms. J 

He had been completely relaxed and able to take all difficulties 
in his stride ever since, said his mother. But many parents can’t 
stand such exploration. They have had to suppress so much in 
themselves that a child’s explorations terrily and agonize them, 
and they forbid them. But these parents let the child’s natural 
rhythm have its way. How often docs this happen ? 

In Leicester, recently, someone told me she had been talking 
to a child in school that morning, a girl of seven. The conversation 
went something like this. 

I’m getting a pound on Friday. Miss, 

Are you really? A pound of what? A pound of potatoes ? 

No ! A pound of money ! 


Oh, What are you going to spend it on ? 

Not going to spend it. It’s for my Grandad’s funeral. 

Has your Grandad died ? 

N o . M y Gran ' s d i ed . 

But you said it was for your Grandad's funeral. 

Well, my Gran’s died, and my Grandad’s got to pay for t tie 
funeral. And he says he hasn’t got the money. He’s got to get 
seven or eight pounds. So my Dad says he’ll give him a pound 
when he gets paid on Friday. And my Mum says she’ll give him 
a pound when she gets paid on Thursday. And everyone’s 
giving him a pound for Gran’s funeral ... So I’m giving him a 
pound for his own funeral. 

There was so much expressed by this child. Love and consideration 
for her grandfather, who must have seemed to her to have only 
the worry and none ol the kudos of this family event; perhaps 
she had a special reason for identifying with someone who got 
left out when the giving took place . . . the booking of a place in 
the capable adult world where you could give valued help to 
those you love . . . and, through this acceptance of a practical 
fact and practical action, a coming through grief. 

But how many teachers in a city school, wher e they set up a 
middle-class bulwark against the working-class life that maybe 
was theirs, could accept suc h a fantasy, if fantasy it is, and enjoy 
such a story ? How many teachers in any case can accept the lact 
ol death ? They come from a social group that tends to shut atvav 
disturbing things lest they become overwhelming. And being 
surrounded by children always moving past them and out inter 
the world while they remain behind, there must often he with 
them, making a counterpoint with the perpetual youth the 
recurring waves of children bring them, a deep regret for time 
gone and an awareness of approaching death. Working-class life, 
and death - these are two things to keep battened down. 

J told the story’ of Grandad’s funeral at Wolverhampton, and a 
headmistress said that the previous day, at assembly, she became 
aware of a small girl, seven years old, rubbing against her. 

'What is it, Valery?’ 

l My Auntie May died yesterday.’ 


7 * 
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^ Oit I am soitt, love. Put it in your news ? - piling i he child, 
and moving on to something urgent. 

A ample of hours later, there was Va Ee ry again, press mg against 
her. 

* My Auntie May died yesterday/ 

£ Oh I am sorry, love 1 . . . and again having to move on. 

This happened [wife more during the day ; and she said to 
herself, l l really must gca Valery ao hersell in m\ room, so tlial sire 
fan get it all ullher chest, poor lamb/ So a little while later, in her 
room, she gathered Valery on her lap anti wamily said, "Tin so 
sf>TTy r a bout, your auntie, \aw. ] expert you'IJ^mss her a lot/ L Oh 
no / said Valery, putting her right. * We W got lota of them \ 1 

So 1 i old hoi h these siories m Liver pooh Arid somebody said 
that the grandmother atone, of rhe children in her rEass bad I ►een 
agonizingly ill fora long lime. And when die mother did not 
cxpecT her to last out the weekend, she asked the ieaehei please 
would she take Marian home with her? The teacher did so, and on 
the Saturday morning the mother phoned her; i he grandmother 
h a d d ied. Then 10 tl wa s v erv u j. >h j i ; s ] se oj u 1 tin ' t b car to tell the 

child herself; there was a deep bond between the child and the 
grandmother. Id ease would the teacher break it to her ? 


All day the Lear her tried to think how to tell Marian. By evening, 
she still didr /! know. She decided m give die child a specially nice 
supper, read her a pleasant story, make sure she had a good rest, 
and id 1 her in the morning. All night the teacher lay awake. Ln the 
morning alter- breakfast, utterly exhausted, she lold her. Then 
can / sleep in the big bed !’ cried Marian eagerly. 

Funnily enough, someone gave me a copy of Chukovsky’s Two 
fo Five* and ihere, in dial stilled translation, among the tilings 
Rwsian children liad said in fits hearing I found : 

Granny, will you die! 1 

Yes, I will die. 

And will sou be buried / 

Yes, I w ill be buried. 

Deep ? 

Yes, deep. 

Then, Granny, can I have i he sewing machine !' 

So in York I told all these stories And a teacher told me about a 
small boy who said to her, ‘Miss, my hairs dead. We had the 
funeral Saturday. . . .And we had a smashing knees -up alter] 7 
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) talked some time ago to someone who teaches groups ol 
backward readers in a junior school She is well qualified, but not 
in a way the teachers’ union accepts. She managed to get taken on 
as 'medical person riel’ ; this enabled inadequate teachers in 
advance to deal disparagingly with any success she was likely to 
have. C Oh, of course it’s all right for her . She doesn’t have to . . / 
etc. etc.) 

She found that the teachers maintained that reading had 
nothing to do with them ('the children should know how to read’) 
and could not bear a child to touch them (‘it makes me feel sick’). 

One day, one of her boys went home for his dinner-money just 
in time to see his father brought out cm a stretcher - he had put 
his head in the gas oven. The bov, feeling warmly towards her, 
told her about it in distress, when he came back. The teachers 
were extremely hostile. ‘ He has no right to tell you such things. 
And you have no right to encourage him.’ 

Once, when working with a group of children from problem 
families, the same group who preferred pretend tea to real tea, I 
tried to explain to a social worker of a supposedly non- 
authoritarian organization why 1 was writing the children’s names 
on chairs, on hooks, on the wall, on table mats, on everything 
possible, in every colour of the rainbow; they were the only 
under -fives I have ever met who made no response to the sound 
of their own name : T’m trying to get them to know their own 
identity, 7 I said. 'Oh, but is that a good idea,’ she said, ‘when each 
family only has one or tw'O rooms to live in ? If the children have 
their own identity, it’s going to cause a lot of trouble,’ Of course 
her logic was right, though her aims in life seemed to be 
different from mine ... an example, if I needed one, of how 
extremes meet, or, to be more explicit, of how authoritarians and 
non-authoritarians can join hands to confirm the status quo t 
jointly turning the key. 
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To such people, love is as disturbing as violence (because both 
cock a snook at outside authority). People who serve the stare in a 
mediator capacity - teac hers, social workers and so on - fre- 
quently try to link young people into safe relationships (i.e. rela- 
tionships tli at wall support the status quo), fearing that o then-vise 
they will make natural ones which are 'unsafe’. They are terribly 
afraid of what they call ‘unattached youth’ ; hut Lhat this is not 
concern for a young person s loneliness is shown by the fervent 
distaste wdth which they ny to separate young people from 
attachments of their own choice, wdiirh social workers sometimes 
refer to, in words no doubt intended to sterilize fizzing bacilli, as 
'pairing’. 

You see the results of this clamping down on children’s emo- 
tional experience, including love, all around us. I was in a Classic 
cinema some years ago, in a working-class area, which was 
showing The 1,-Shaped Room. I was not at the time, 1 remember, 
struck by any element of stark shocking realism in the film ; the 
abortion scene I thought naively unreal. But the main quality in it 
was then revolutionary — it was the tenderness of teenagers, which 
extended into tender physical love making. 

In the middle of such a love scene (still then unusual in English- 
speaking cinema), a boy in front, teenage, suddenly farted, very 
loudly and forcefully. A roar of laughter went up from his mates. 
Another one farted. Then they all joined in, about ten youths, all 
straining hysterically to fart as loudly a s possible. 

The fear in the cinema w r as almost palpable ; but of course no 
one spoke. The tension w r as so great you might have thought the 
boys were firing off revolvers. The audience w r a.s paralysed. At such 
times any action takes on a heroic: quality ; so a middle-aged 
usherette heroically got the manager. And the manager ordered 
them to leave. They argued back. Eventually, with a deafening 
amount of noise, they got up, each one slamming his scat, 
slamming each seat in the row T as lie passed along, and slamming 
each seat in the long aisle as he moved towards the exit. 

When all had gone the general rebel w T as as palpable as the tear, 
and again unvoiced. And at the end of the performance the 
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entire audience stood at rigid attention for the national am hem. 
This was something I have never seen in that cinema before or 
since, 

Striving FurileJy m get our of i h is. suddenly constipatedly 
patriotic cinema , I wondered how such adults ran help young 
people. The buys* nerves were on edge - ihey had never been 
encouraged to be at one with their feelings ; their feelings 
high Leu them; and they wonder whether they dare risk grow ing 
up ii it involves experiences such as this which they do noi feel 
competent for. Will their feelings frighien [hem less because 
ahey have naan aged Lo distract attention from them by their 
desi furtive ness; and is banging about and farting the best way of 
getting rid of fear; and will adulis whose only reaction to 
disturbance is a ludicrous authoritarian unity dare to undersiand 
them ? 

J his repression of lender ness is soil extraordinarily strong in 
England (the original young hippy generation, making love no( 
war,* were our most viial revnhn ionaiy I one, beibre the 
commercial boys began to make a packei oni of r heir heauii lid 
friendship with them). You see men slowly turning a knob or 
moving a lever, their head rocked qh one side in intense 
concern rai ion, I eel mg, frsienmg, delicately and tenderly 
synchronizing their movement, their behaviour, wirh ihe 
response they gei. You rarely see (hem behaving like ibis with a 
fellow human being. Who’ll waste such delicate togetherness on a 
person ? 

A town -ha 11 cdficial almost choked with outrage when two 
librarian friends of ours - mai*riesk as it happened - turned up for 
a job. and waited in the corridor hand in hand. ‘We donh allow 
autiiimg here!’ he stuttered through clenched teeth. Unfortunately 
lor Michael when he got into the in terv i rw room, the official 
was rhe nHciv iewei , So since Michael was the only erne 
with qualifications, and since Michael was evidently beyond the 
pale, the vacancy was letr unfilled. Can’i let emm ional people 
rn i\ wi|h our books. Bad enough that emotional people write 
them. 

* AtHjdlE? a Yoking Lihr^l Slogan. 
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I was sirring in a railway carriage. A young mot her and lather 
came in, with a baby abouL a year old. The mother settled the 
baby by the window. 

Outside the window stood t lie mother's parents. Through the 
glass they chattered, cooed, laughed at the baby, ran their fingers 
up the window, and called. They were concerned only, and 
completely, with the baby. The young mother w r as very silent. 

When the train began to pull out of the station, and the 
grandparents waved to the baby, waving until they were out of 
sight, the mother spoke to the baby with satisfaction. ‘Nari gone. 
Nan gone/ and instructed the baby to repeat it several times. 

Tucked into the corner, on a long journey, as dark came on I 
wa t c h etl i n the in i rror o f my wind o w . 

Now the baby sat in her young mother’s lap. But the baby 
wanted to stand. There was space on the seat next to her, and the 
baby reached out for it with one woolly leg. The young mother 
with a deep suffering sigh that established her status as an adult 
and her unimpeachable moral position as a mother sat the baby 
on the seat. 

But the baby didn’t want to sit. She wanted to stretch her legs, 
to feel her developing power. She tried to stand. The mother 
slapped her - not hard, just enough to condition her not to react 
to impulses — and took her again on her lap. The baby cried. 

The father took a cigarette packet from his pocket and gave it 
to the baby. The baby was interested, shook it, exp lo real it with 
her mouth, then - still exploringly — gave it to her lather. He held 
it, then handed it back. She shouted for joy, and gave it to him 
again. This went on a few times, backwards and forwards, now 
becoming very absorbed. Then, changing her pattern 
experimentally, she offered it to a surprised young man 
opposite, who took it, thanked her and handed it back. Again, 
delight, followed by absorption. Soon half the carriage was 
involved, like a folk- dance chain. The baby gave to (me, and that 
one gave to another, and that one gave to another, until finally 
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it returned to the baby, who gave again, with a grave joy. It was 
magical ... the rhythm of life. 

Then the mother took the packet away from her and gave it 
back to the father, saying sharply though quietly, ‘Put it away- 1 
He did so. The baby cried. The mother slapped her. The father 
read his newspaper. Everyone retreated and read their newspaper. 

I suppose the mother would have said, rationalizing, that the 
baby was being a nuisance. But she wasn’t. Everyone was flattered 
at being included by the baby. Well, she would become a nuisance, 
the mother would have said, righteously, and implying concern 
for society as a whole. 

But the mother was unconsciously playing out the scene with 
her parents at the station, her anger and jealousy at the bond 
between them and the baby. Yet what emerged from this 
immaturity was a demonstration of training in obedience which 
our society approves. It was sad for the other passengers, as well 
as for the baby, since they had - through the baby - begun to live 
spontaneously, creatively and cooperatively, but doubtless most of 
them received it with resignation, as the way life is arid must be. 

We all have this tendency to make other people play parts in 
our own drama ; sometimes they haven’t seen the script, and 
sometimes don’t even know what the play is. This is hard on 
husbands, wives, children, pupils. 1 have done it myself. Once a 
mother brought her two and a half year old boy to my nursery 
school. Unfortunately she said she very much wanted him to come 
because she knew how much I could accomplish. At that time I 
was pursuing another fantasy in which it was vital lor me to 
be omnipotent, but in which I was failing (I was nursing someone 
dying of cancer) ; so I rose instantly to the new challenge, a second 
string. The poor child was not ready to come to a nursery school, 
at least not to stay in one without his mother. He screamed 
frantically whenever she left the room. In any other circumstances 
I would have said so. But this mother had, at. a particular 
moment, saying a particular line, hurled her child into my 
personal drama ; and the child suffered lor it. I met him a 
couple of times later on, and I must say he didn’t seem to bear me 
any grudge. Small children are sometimes more forgiving than 
one deserves, and more resilient . . . lor a while at any rate. 
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(The day after tins train journey, a letter arrived from Bob, in a 
little village in South India. By ( fiance be wrote : : I’ve just 
exchan ge d bics o 1 t wi g wi t h a small girl who's been hanging 
around. She wouldn’t accept mine at first, but she imitated me 
offering it and 1 accepted it from her and put it away. Then I 

0 1 1 ered h er a bit a gain and she too k it. N ow she’s go n e home. 
Sometimes they touch me nor quite accidentally, mutter 
surreptitiously English phrases - Kumhea, goot moiling, one two 
n ee. Smiling behind their eyebrows.’ Again that natural rhythm of 
growth, reaching out. disappear ing, reappearing , , . and always 

a little further on. Like Nina's eleven, twelve and thirteen year 
olds in the one o'clock club, who were using a babyhood pattern 
they had p r o ba b 1 y n eve r been all owed to savour in order t o br i n g 
themselves more up to date in their lives.) 

How does this natural rhythm of children ever survive the shock 
of our Western-style birth, with its tension and convulsion and 
its slap on the bare buttocks, and the noise and constant lights of 
the maternity hospital, and its authoritarian child -rearing? 
Outside in our garden is a baby in a pram, just as he always is — 
hood up whatever the weather, strapped in, dummy in mouth - 
ch a in ech ga gged a n d i n a wa 1 1 ed cel 1 - s i g h t , s ou n d , mo vcrri cm a 1 1 
lor bid den. Vet it is amazing what that human baby ol a year and a 
half can manage to do against those odds. In a few minutes 
everything is out of the pram, he is making gurgling noises behind 
his dummy, and straining on his knees to get hold of the top of 
the hood and peer over it. The determination, the energy, the urge 
to assert hum an -ness seem indomitable. Presently his mother will 
come out and he won't half get a whack. She is determined he 
shall look nice and behave properly. 

1 once sat in an expensive Cornish hotel where the outlook was 
picturesque and the food famous. At the next table were a mother 
and father, two children aged about eleven and thirteen, and a 
baby in a high chair. The mother was feeding the hairy. When she 
gave him a piece of bread and butter, she held it up in the air, 
away from his clutching hand, until the baby said ‘Please' — or 


rather , a sound that she agreed to accept as an attempt at 'Please', 
for die baby was too young to talk. When she put the bread in his 
hand he had to say ‘Thank you', or something like it, or she took 
it away again. The whole family joined in - 'Say please ! Please ! 
Please !’ the childr en insisted in chorus, like squawking rooks on a 
tree (they had been through this once, and they were glad now to 
be on the winning side}, and the father looked suddenly out from 
behind his paper and added his own stern order to mark his 
status ; and the baby looked at them in a frightened anxious 
way and back at the piece ol bread that was denied him. and tried 
to do, hit or rruss, tins magic imperative meaningless thing. In 
the middle of all this nervous strain he burped, and the shrieks ol 
horror that went up startled me, never mind the baby. He jumped 
in his high chair, shivered, looked round as if for an escape, then 
apprehensively put his fat pudgy hand over his mouth. ‘Excuse 
me ! Excuse me ! ? they all shouted righteously. And after that they 
forgave him, and allowed him to have another bite of bread and 
butter. 

There are different ways of doing this. Some 'progressive’ 
middle-class people go in for conning; they even con themselves. 
A three year old and her motficr had been asked out to tea. ‘May 
I get down, Mummy?’ asked die bored child. 'Of course, darling,’ 
said the mother, with emphatic sweetness. Why 'ol course', since 
the child knew she had to ask ? 

Some groups are less saccharine. I knew two parents who 
worked on the buses ; the mother was ruthlessly determined, for 
reasons of her own - her private drama was a very fascinating, 
spell-binding one — to groom the child lor ‘better' society. She 
had plans. And because of these plans she would never allow this 
eighteen month old to cry — whether for physical hurt or ior 
spiritual hurt. When she left her husband - who adored the 
child arid whom the child adored - and took the child with her, 
she told the child in her implacable voice that had warnings in it, 
‘You don't love your Daddy any more. Do you?’ And shivering in 
all his body, the child shook his head. 



When this i Lit L ni i.il rhythm is distorted by the interference of 
adults wh o are following a privaie so ipt, anger scls an. 

ELght years ago a child was playing in our garden w itb a dof.cn 
Ollier^. He had a wonderful sweet serenity. At two, he played 
happily and a b sorbed I v by humsell- Singing all the while bis own 
meandering oil key songs, looking up as I passed with a 
beaming, .tlighik absent -minded smile, and occasionally getting 
to his feet and eon Ling to roll me something quick and coni idem id 
and g I eelii I, and reluming Lo bis work again. And now at three 
he was no longer a child happi ly alone among othei noisy 
children, buL a ehild aware of others. 

His parents were two charming, elegant and cultured people, 
a pleasure to look at. I said to his mother on re, ‘I won tier if you 
know how lucks you are having such a tranquil ehild. 7 The look 
she gave i lie startled me. Jt seemed ae home Julian lb ugh t, bit* 
kicked, scratched, like a child possessed. 

That al Lei noon his father came inm the-garden in Lake him 
home, and I saw aL once why. I saw Julian's tare and body change 
he I ore my eves like the trausJ urination scene in Jekyll and ] Fyde. 
The child had got ro his leei happily when his lather came, had 
stepped uul ol the sandpit aiLd conic singing and dancing gravely 
over rhe gra s s , w 1 1 h n 01 a wen d to a i iy hotly b u t wit] \ a grace in h i s 
whole JighT singing body ihar said 10 die world, 'We an: happy 
together. We love each oilier. Everything is at peace . 7 I \ e was 
hallway across the- grass to the gate, when ] called to him, ‘Julian — 
you ve forgo Lien your little car, ' I. bespeaking still he gravely 
wheeled in his dancing, describing an absorbed arc, and danced 
back vo me still singing. He took his car from my hand a* he 
skirted me, as a Cossack on horseback pii_k s up a handkerchief, 
bui dreamdy and meditatively. 1 smiled ar him as he danced away 
again. 

J hen his father said, 'Julian I 1 Still he danced and sang. 

"Julian I 1 Still Fie went on . . . but noi so certainly now., for die 
world was breaking in. Julian ! Say “Thank you”/ The singing 
labeled- ‘Say ‘'Thank y on V Ihe dancer stumbled. The dancer's 
leg* were suddenly heavy, Julian ] 7 

Faltei ing, all grate and strength and beauty gone, die child 
turned round, Hi* lather took hold of his arm - not violently, !br 
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lie was a cultured man, hnl wiih a grip rhat was nor to be thrown 
off- and brought him to me. 1 saw the child's lace and body 
change Irani a relaxed , lew ing and i kmksgivi ng l rn nqui 1 1 icy, to 
taut, m j 1 1 c r i contoried baie. fi was relationship, the casual, 
unsought understanding between the child and my sell, thai was 
being utterly desi roved. I could nor bear to sec it. nor be 
associated with it. t rumpled the child's hair, pushed him 
J i gt l tlv a wav. ai Ld wa l kei I q u ic k I y a wa \ t o s h e oi h er end ( ) f the 
garden where the other children wctc playing. 

I do not know if he ever said ihe socially acceptable words 
‘Thank you'. I do know ihat his face and body had had more 
spontaneous 'Thank you 7 in (hem than anv words ( ould ever 
express, t \e would have been happy one day to put this into 
words, which he would have picked up from pleasam adults 
around him, and would have Taken a pleasure in the verbal 
translation as one does in any creative skill. In* suecesxhil, 
cull n red and conformist father dared not trust. 

A great deal was expected of Julian. 3 had already been told 
hr had been entered for the same preparatory and public schools 
that his lather had gone m. The lather s parenis lived ne;n ihrm 
in aiL architect designed house. perhaps too near. Success, in 
terms ol money, power and a beam i hi I ru I in red surface, wa.s whai 
was in the family's mind when they- looked at Julian - ml Julian. 
They nevei saw the vital loving child in font of them. Small 
wonder lie hated them, and smashed their expensive glassware 
,im I poi iei v. 
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Mrs Hili was nineteen when she took a Hat in our house, arid John 
was five months old. She was a pretty tiny child -wife, who had 
never had childhood, and she treated John like a prettily dressed- 
up doll. Maybe site had never had a doll ; or maybe she had never 
had the time or the solitude or the permission to beat it. So she 
played out her lost childhood with a real live baby whom she 
never wanted or realized completely she would have. 

In their Hat upstairs alone with the baby she would talk all the 
time. She was pretending to talk to the baby, but she was talking 
at the top of her voice, making you aware of her existence. She 
always left all the doors open, and tried to conduct her whole life 
on the landing, banging and clattering and knocking everything 
over m ease you had forgotten her for a moment. I think she hits 
John so much and makes him scream, so that you know she is 
there, and therefore she knows she is alive. A scr eam from John 
means to the house at large - ‘ I, Daphne Hill, am here ! Remember’ 
me V (How many people - healthy children and immature 
adults - arc insisting with this destructive anger, ‘See me If) 

Her own mother, she told me, abandoned the family and went 
off with another man. Mrs Hill talks about her as if she was a 
prostitute ; maybe she was. Her father , „ . well, she says sire gave 
evidence in court against him, but 1 am not really sure whether it 
was for incest or pretended incest or longed-for incest. I shouldn’t 
drink she has had any love ; and this always brings about a sort of 
manipulating attempt to get some kind of approximation of it, 
almost out of curiosity. She says she brought up her kid sister 
hersell, and now her mother Iras written to her and told her she 
must get her young sister away from her father because she’s 
getting a big girl and he ll start on her irext. But you can see she 
hankers after her father, almost admires him, the father she says 
she gave evidence against. It is impossible to tell when she is 
fantasizing; occasionally 1 have assumed, quite amiably and 


privately, that what she was saying was iantasy, and later have 
found uncon trovertibly that it was true ; iantasy and reality are 
interwoven, impossible to distinguish without research. She says 
she hits John all the time because her father always hit her. 

At first she would tell me tearfully how John had a weak heart - 
the doctor in hospital had said so. It is hard to say whether this is 
true ; I think it is part of her constant fight against anonymity, and 
also a wish, a secret hope, of hers. If it is really true, she is trying 
to kill him. I think myself it is not true ; she only wishes it; her 
pretty tears at the sadness of it arc an expression of hate. 

He would always be falling off the bed, and the crash and the 
screaming would resound through the house. I’d say, 'Why don’t 
you put chairs round it so that he can’t fall off? Or why don’t you 
put him on the floor?’ She would just laugh a little, anti I could 
understand why she laughed for we were talking from two 
different standpoints. He used to fall downstairs too, all the way 
to the bottom sometimes. The first time she was very hysterical, 
screaming even louder than the baby, and my husband and I took 
them both to hospital. I think she enjoyed the outing, that and the 
feeling of being looked after (not being looked after, but the jeeling 
of being looked after; it is the sensation of it that interests her). 
The second time he fell, only hallway this time, I heard her say 
later wiLh a laugh, 'He’s frightened oi the stairs now. Good job ! 

She used to slam John savagely into his high chair and shove a 
spoonful of food into his mouth. He would turn it round on his 
tongue, wondering at its unfamiliar iry, and push a little of it out 
as babies do. She would slap him. He would cry, and all the rest of 
the food in his mouth would dribble out with his tears. She would 
scream at him and slap him again, shovelling food into his mouth, 
shouting, 'Eat it up, you little pig !’ Then he would vomit 
every thing up hysterically. She would slap him over and over 
again, seize him, rush him into the other room, slam him into the 
cot, pull up the sides with a furious clatter, shouting ‘You stay 
there ! You’ll get nothing now ! ' and crash the door to, leaving him 
sobbing and gasping for breath. Then as likely as not she would 
come sobbing down to me — 'I don’t know what I do wrong ! Tin 
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sure I Ye done my best for him !’ And I would advise and 
suggest and help, out of compassion for each of them. But 1 know 
she does not want help, advice or suggestion, or anything that will 
presuppose anion by her and would end with her standing on her 
own feet. She just trails her failures in front of me, almost 
coquettish ly, and she does not want me to take them away. What 
she wants from me is a substitute love ; and I am aware ail the 
time, all the time she is wearing me out, that I ran never give her 
the real thing or ever give her enough of the substitute, that. I can 
never close up the empty gap of her childhood ; and because of 
this, in her tearful acceptance of everything I do for her there is 
always the possible Hash of the flick-knife, always the flicker of 
betrayal. Whatever vile thing she may say about me elsewhere will 
never surprise me. 

Now she has two babies. She didn’t want the second one. 'He 
doesn't get his other women pregnant, but he gets me pregnant 
all right,' she said, and in her anger there w as a certain satisfaction 
at being picked out for this abuse. The weeks after he was born, 
when she stayed at home to look alter the two of them, were 
among the most appalling in my life. Day after day the walls ol the 
house would be quivering with hysteria. ; the air would be leaping 
with screams and the sound of blows. It was impossible for me to 
work. I moved all round the house to get away from it. for weeks 
I worked in the cellar. Sometimes I would give up all di ought of 
working, and go up to her, L You lie down and have a rest — or go 
out for a walk and look at the shops. I’ll look after John for a 
while, ? I would bring him down. He would shake and gasp with 
sobs, and 1 would put him on the kitchen floor and give him 
interesting things to play with. He would want to play with 
them ; I could see they were drawing him ; but how could he play, 
when he could hear his mother moving about upstairs - the 
mother who filled him with terror and desolation but was so 
necessary to hirn ? I thought 1 had rescued him but I had only 
connived at his exile. I thought I was the (fiend, but I was the 
judge and the jailer. He would half-crawl, ha If- to uer to the door, 
sobbing, give a backward fleeting glance at the playthings he 
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would have liked to give himself to but dare not, and howl, bowl, 
for his howling mother. 

He would not have been upstairs again long when I would hear 
a clatter, a resounding slap, a scream, a shout, several more loud 
slaps followed by screams from John and screams from her, and 1 
w'ould come out into the hall to find John sobbing, and Mrs Hill, 
weeping on second thoughts too, on the landing. And I would 
suggest things. 

But I am not making the right response. All Lhis thinking, 
when a few good smacks, plenty of them, would be a lot quicker. 
(But would they ? She slaps, slaps, arid I hear her shouting at him, 

L Don’t you dare ! Don’t you dare defy me V because in spite of the 
continuous blows this baby still has the spirit to defy her and will 
only stop defying her when his spirit is broken and lie is less than 
a whole human being and partly destroyed). This way of thinking 
things out. considering alternatives, then choosing the one that 
seems best, is quite alien to her. Her parents never introduced her 
to it, nor did her teachers - indeed they couldn’t have done, since 
cho i ce i n t ranq u i 1 1 i ty p re s upp o s es a ba si s o f 1 o ve . Why sho u h 1 sb e 
be expected to start now, in somebody else's house, with two kids 
already though she’s not yet twenty-one, and all the hire-purchase 
instalments and people coming to take things away and banging 
on the door all the time for money so she has to pretend she isn’t 
in ? Hasn’t she got enough on her plate without thinking? 

And besides, like some teachers in slum districts who have 
helped to condition her, she believes the world is a hard place 
for kids like hers and the sooner they feel its hardness the better; 
she felt it ; let him feel it too, the little devil ; she will provide it. 

In any ease, I am simply giving her advice again, and advice is 
irrelevant to her emptiness when what she is doing is trailing 
actions for an exciting response. 

When John was trying to stand, reaching up to the coffee tabic 
or a chair to pull himself up, she would slap him so that he fell, 
i Leaving finger-marks ! ',) When he reached out in wonder to a 
flower in a vase, she would slap him. I thought she was afraid of 
him pulling off the petals, till I realized her flowers were plastic. 
She will not let him do anything, will not let him grow. She would 
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hi L him when he wee his nappy, so he would pull his nappy oil 
lo wen and she would hi r him harder ; he docsn ’t know what she 
wants of him. 

Most ol the time he is screaming. Soon he began very accurately 
to reproduce her roar, but without words. She roared at him, he 
roared back at her. In time, she began to notice it too, and was 
amused, almost Battered. So then, when she wasn't angrily 
roaring at him and having him roar back, she would be pretending 
to roar at him in order to make him roar back. When she was 
pretending, she laughed when he roared back. When she wasn't 
pretending, she hit him, and he . . . and then she . . . roared some 
more. Sometimes in the middle of a laugh at him, she would 
change to a roar, and then a slap would crack through the house. 
Nothing was predictable. There must be so many children brought 
up like this. The only way they know what they are doing is 
approved of, is if the slap does not come ; but of course it may 
only be delayed ; they never can tell. 

The noise, the chaotic hysterical unhappiness of it, was 
unbelievable. She decided to bring an end to this situation bv 
putting her head in the gas oven. She timed it competently. 

Perhaps site set everything ready and then leaned out of the 
window first to make sure her husband was coming. I had 
suspected something was brewing because for a little while 
the house had been quiet ; and this was so disturbing and strange 
that now it was the quiet that stopped me from working. 

It was not at all a cry lor help, a signal sent up from a ship 
sinking in a boiling sea. Help, as 1 have said, is not what she 
wants. It was a demand lor an attention that does not involve any 
real relationship, any reciprocity, any growth. It was a threat, arid 
it worked, because her husband agreed she should get a job again 
and park the two babies somewhere during the day. I was relieved 
when it worked. In fact, while the doctor was phoning for an 
ambulance at my desk I urged this on Mr Hill. ("She’s still a child !’ 

I said. "She should never have had two babies I ’) I was afraid she 
mi£ht take John in the gas oven with her the second time, since 
her husband was fond of him while not so fond of her. And 
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anyway I thought she might stop screaming and throwing 
crockery at her husband if she'd been out all day ; I thought she 
would be happier, and that might help everyone. 

So now John is with his third minder. He is not yet two, but 
apart from having had three minders, he has already been with 
Council foster parents twice, when Mrs Hill abandoned the family 
completely before she hit on the better tactic of the gas oven. 

Now when he comes down here, he no longer tries to get back 
to her in fear of being abandoned. If he hears her coming after 
him, he frenzied ly starts to slam all the doors between him and 
her. slamming the last one hysterically in her lace. This Iran time ss 
is his present keynote. He could not concentrate on anything 
before because ol anxiety, but at least that drew him in one 
direction, back to her. Now he cannot concentrate because of a 
wild chaos that is in him ; he has no direction, only a Ifenzied 
wildness. He snatches at things and thrown them down because he 
is snatching at something else, and he dare not stay to look at any 
of them because he seems always to have her ghost behind him 
driving him on. The tranquil absorption that you see in other 
children ol nearly two that enables them to explore the world 
never shows in him. Sometimes you cannot get through to him. 
"John, ’ you say, ‘John.’ But he cannot hear you for the clanging 
bells in his head. I take hold of him - he fights frantically to get 
away - and I say quietly but insistently, ‘John. John. John,' and 
eventually he hears me. But still he does not understand me. 

The other day when she was hitting John on the stairs I came 
out to her and said, "Till you came here, no one in this house ever 
hit babies. You scarcely see the two of them now except at 
weekends, and you can’t even be kind to them then. I’ve done all 
I can to help, but if I can't stop you hitting John then you’ll have 
to hit him in a dilferent house. ’ 

So now she has stopped hitting him - I think ; she only 
screams at him. ‘Shurrup ! I ’ll kill you ! My God, you want a 
bloody good hiding ! I never want to see you ! I ’ll give you a 
bloody good belting ! Stop it ! Eat it ! Eat it, you little pig ! 

Shurrup V If he stops yelling, she goes on shouting ‘Shurrup ! 
Shurrup E until he starts again. 
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J don’t know it this is an advance. Today he came down here 
with his lace covered in bruises, his nasc streaming with blood. I 
asked her why John’s nose was bJeedirgand she said he had 
fallen off the bed. I am nor saying she has beaten him up, but may 
be she helped him or provoked him or made it easy for him to fall 
oil the bed, and maybe she lelt a certain satisfaction when he did. . . 

It you saw these two out together, dean, tidy, prettily 
dressed, you wouldn't turn round to look at them, they would 
be so conformist. I think all over London, maybe all over 
England, there are babies growing up in their deprivation into 
children who think they arc not lo vet; unless they are shouted 
at and beaten, and adults who think they are not cherished 
unless they arc betrayed. They will buy things on hire purchase 
and never pay the instalments, became dimly they feel the 
world owes diem something, that they have a right to 
something that was never freely given: and all the bangings on 
the door and all the court summonses are only their own 
shouting parents whom they learnedovhen they could, to hide 
away from at such crises. They will have no natural concern 
for others and will only behave well vhen they are threatened 
by powerful people. Tranquillity will frighten them by its lack 
of response, and in silence they will only be aware of their 
heart beating louder and louder. So they will shout for the rest of 
their lile and make clattering, clanging drama out of nothing, 
even if it destroys them. 

Or perhaps instead they will withdraw into a secret psychopathic 
shell where they feel nothing and hear nothing, and maybe get a 
subtle cunning revenge from frustrating their tormentors by 
insanity, the last weapon. But these will be fewer, and they will be 
noticed. 

That was far as my notes went, it is hjrd to remember the 
second baby’s name now, because site never called him by it. She 
used to leave him in places. She would go out with him and 
come back without him, and Td say, fear secretly catching me, 

'What have you done with him ?' and she’d laugh and say, ‘I’ve 
lelt him at the hospital. He's got a cold. Ell go back for him in two 
or three weeks.' How she brought it off beats me. 


He would sit in his pram in the garden, unmoving. Once I went 
out and stroked h is bare arm with one finger. He looked at me for 
a long time, and then gradually he fathomed that something 
vague was breaking through to him from his arm, and he looked 
down at it, trying to make some correlation between my huger, 
his skin and Lhe sensation ; but his face showed no interest ; there 
was no delight ; he had not even broken through into curiosity - 
just a vague need. . . . But when I stopped stroking and came 
indoors, he cried. He (eh he had been deprived of this thing lie 
had not been able to grasp when he had it ; it was very pitiful. He 
cries very strangely, a high-pitched eerie bodiless wailing that is 
not like a child at all . . . spine-chilling. I think John will end up in 
Borstal, this one in a psychiatric ward* 

She left her husband three times during this period, sometimes 
with the children, sometimes without. In between, she left them 
with numerous minders ; this enabled tier to be shocked at the 
minders’ 'not looking after them properly 5 so that she could feel 
good anti loving. She became pregnant a third time, went to a 
hospital to ask for a National Health abortion, and when she was 
about lour and a half months pregnant and they were still 
conning her ('observing’ her, they called it) she went berserk and 
smashed the place up ; so they gave her an abortion, then. She 
came home haggard, a child with black holes for eyes. Soon 
after this we found her another flat, bigger, with a garden. We 
couldn't stand it any longer. What was appalling me most was 
that my fingers were beginning to itch too. I too was secretly 
beginning to want to hit John and scream at him. For though he 
was only two, not yet in school, not yet in the psychopathic ward, 
not yet in Borstal, hitting anti screaming had already made him 
into a child whom soon everyone would hit and scream at. That is 
really what his mother wanted, and she would get her way, 
because, make no mistake, society would be behind her, and that 
too was what his mother wanted and needed, to have society 
approving her, sympathizing with her, paving attention. 

(In Islington, I knew a boy called Tommy. Tommy’s father used 
to beat them all up, Tommy and his nine brothers and sisters and 

* t liter I learn id that the diifrrenie [withdrawn, Irene tic j was due only to age. 
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hib suicidal mu did , when hr was trxhausted from belting them llLL 
he lived alone and morosely in his own room. Tommy is now in 
Borstal- lie hit n teacher who had hit his young brother. The 
ma g i s-a ra i e sa i d re j I ornrny an d I wio te i t d owi l — ’ll is a p it y lb al 
someone can't take a bheb-rod and give you a i borough good 
hiding- That is die ihingyou need more than anything else, and 
iffl had been done early enough you wouldn’t he here today, , . . 
How people keep their hands <>(1 people like you, r jia.si don't 
k now/) 

rtutjohn’s mother didn't like die new Hat. She was lonely and 
isolated : die kepi phoning me and crying. 

One day, when she -was about twenty three, I heard she was 
dead. She liad goL pregnant again, gone to a hospital again lor an 
abortion ; they played the same game as before, and kept her in 
+ ro save rhe baby’ ; at Christinas, overwhelmed with sentimentality, 
or cynically pretending so in order io get peace and quiet, they 
lei her go home for rhe holiday ■ whereupon she did or got done 
wdiat she considered necessary and was brought back Lo hospital 
m an ambulance, ‘kepi on ice lor five days' her friend told me, 
and ditrd. ] 3 cr husband played cards and drank beer merrily at the 
funeral gathering. Tfie debt toilet tons still coiue to our house 
look i jig for him. They go to the I la 3 too hui 3 hey can never find 
him; nor can the policeman whose: young daughter he has got 
pregnant. Nor can we, to whom he owes a hundred pounds or so. 

lhe last debt-collector ro come lo our house asked about l che 
deceased Mr Hill/ It seems he: now goes as dead too. I was 
scepiical and sardonic. So. on my encouragement, was the debi- 
collector. He told me black comedy stories about men who were 
dead when he called round, and sitting at the kitchen table having 
a betrr when he nipped back ien minutes later. Hut he didn’t have 
time to catch them all out. So ofEciaJiyJolu/s lather is dead, all 
debts wiped out, home hath gone and ta’cn bis wages, free now 
to start up linle t bird-raie rackets elsewhere. 

but she, touching, appalling, destructive and destroyed child- 
mot her, i s 3 ru [y d ead . 

And the children live on, boih officially alive, in institutions, I 
suppose. Maybe not even in the same one. 
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Sieve is another I .on don parent. I first talked to him in 1 he 
semi darkness of his flat, in a black Lust-End street. 

Hjs own lath a I knew had treated him savagely when lie was a 
child, but this was something he didn’t tell rue much aboui. l fm 
generally a better talker than this,’ he said apologetically, ‘but J 
don’ 1 ralk a bom that lime of my life very much, because I don’t 
like talking aboui ii I get a lump in my throat/ 

Hut he told me about rhe education begot, at the Institution 
lliai he and Ids kitl brother were sent 10 when i bey were eleven and 
a half and len. 

L Mind you 1 , lie said, S I don’t wane to give you the idea I was an 
angel before I went to that place. Vty kid brother- and I climbed a 
wall and got into a cake factory and ate a couple of Swiss rolls. 
That’s why we goi into court. We were very young, but I do believe 
i fitly father liad said lie would look after us and wanted us, they 
wouldn’t have sem m away. They taifked in that court a.s if they 
were sending us away to somewhere wonderful. "You’ll be well 
looked alter, 1 ' they said. "People will be kind to you. You'll get a 
good education.” 1 



J was sitting on a couch while he talked to me, and Davy, a 
baby of fourteen months, was beside me. The baby had taken 
from the shelves opposite about twenty books, one by one, some 
of them very large, and brought them over to lie in a pile at the 
loot of the couch, and, lying on his stomach - he was naked 
except for a very short cardigan — his body and legs thrashing 
wildly in the air to keep his balance, grunting and panting with 
effort he strained over the side ol the couth, and one by one 
picked up each book - some of them so heavy that they crashed 
down again, once, Lwice, three times, before he managed to lug 
each up by a corner all the way. Then he sat up each time and 
wriggled round, and pushed them one by one behind the hard 
cushion of the couch. 

It was an enormous task he had set himself, this baby. He did 
not have to do it. But he carried it right through to a satisfying 
end. 

His legs waved in the air so wildly as he strained down towards 
the floor, that I worried a little that he might pitch on his head, 
so very gently I Look hold of one foot. I did not want to do it if 
it wasn't necessary. It was perhaps a hindrance, maybe even an 
insult, to such a competent human being. Sol held it very loosely, 
ready to tighten if need be ; probably it wasn’t necessary at all. 

And when the task was satisfactorily finished, he was instantly 
eager and fresh for the next. 

I watched him, and could not think of any other baby I knew 
who would be allowed to set himself such a task and carry it 
thr ough. The baby upstairs would be slapped resoundingly if he 
showed by a glance he had even thought of making a beginning. 
So most babies, when they are grown and go to secondary school, 
will have written on their reports, ‘Cannot concentrated ‘No 
determination.’ ‘Will not persevered ‘Not interested in what he is 
doingd That unflagging energy, that tremendous unswerving 


concentration, that purpose ces cried and fulfilled - why, an adult 
could change the whole world with these ! But most of us have had 
it knocked out of us in babyhood. And perhaps indeed authority 
knows what it is doing for authority’s good. 

The father enjoyed talking about his baby ; he was on the dole 
and spent a lot of time with him. In the ha If- darkness he handed 
his thoughts to me casually, with pleasure, and with complete 
individuality, as a child will pluck you flowers. 

‘He’s not frightened of the dark,’ he said. ‘He’ll walk through 
the dark to a voice he knows, as if it was the light. He’s never been 
left in the dark to cry. A small fear . . . sometimes you can’t shake 
it off all your life. 

‘If you were to take something from him, he’d cry. But if you 
put out your hand, he’ll give it and that’s fine. 

‘We took him to the paddling pool in the little park dowm the 
road, a month ago. He had nothing on. I saw the keeper talking 
to some people, and then he came over to us and said, “Get some 
trunks on that child ” J said, ‘'What did you say ?” He talked a bit 
more politely then. “Well . . . I asked you to get some trunks on 
him.” I said, “Why?” He said. “Well . . . you know how it is . . . 
people get embarrassed, you know ...” I said, “Well, let them be 
embarrassed if that's how they are.” “Well look, chum “If you 
can show me anything in the park regulations that says he must 
wear trunks ...” “Well no, there isn’t anything.” In the end he 
went away. The people around looked daggers at me - women 
from round here ! ’ (He laughed and shook his head. He wasn’t 
angry with them.) 

‘He likes to drag clothes about, throwing them around. He 
likes jumping up and down on newspaper, fitting tins inside each 
other, playing with gramophone records and pencils. No bought 
toy is any use to him. 

‘ People are funny about a baby playing with things that 
aren’t toys and breaking them. It’s not that the people are cruel, 
or even unkind. And if you said to them, “Look, that cup you’re 
making such a fuss about only cost sixpence, against a growing 
child,” they’d know it was silly. But it isn’t that. It’s their 
possession, that’s what worries them. 
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"A col h iik^r a prison 10 him. l'ven when he’* sleeping ami he 
half wakes a nd sees the bars, he: cries.. Wr take him out. F.vcn in bis 
lithe chair dial we pul him in lo have something from a bowl, 
a Tier a couple of mi nines he warns in be oui, and he waits a hour 
holding a piece of bread or something in Ids hand, I think Loo lie 
n red s r o Pee I h e ' s s h a r i n g w 1 1 h u.s > a n d cLch i ng w ha t wr t 3 o . I l we 
give him his dinner in a bowl when wc s rc liaving ours oil plates, he 
doesn't want i l. I!" we put Iils Jbod on our plates and let linn have 
it from i here, rhen he’s happy. 

‘The world must look quite different to a baby. People don’t 
lli ink about this. They just see il their way. 

Me has a mouth organ and h 3 mi le Indian bamboo I hue- He 
loves them boih. T Ec loves musie. if J pm on a record, he 
recognizes L I lose two instruments, and stops whatever he's doing 
and looks, and linens ver y iuLenlly, 

He docsn 5 l like io he picked up much and held. TTe will climb 
up on your kip himself and get down himself when he wants to. 

Wr went 10 someone's house recently, and dieie were expensive 
tilings there. We had to hold him and hr didn’t like ir. We didn’t 
stay long. 



‘Ids easy to underestimate a child's intelligence. As soon as a 
eliild gets old enough to understand whai grown-ups are saying, 
he gets sent out of the room. E don't think I ’d ever say anything I 
didn't warn Davy to hear. OP course, a child might be confused 
because he didn’T fully understand whal he : d heard, and you'd 
need to explain it more to get rid of his anxiety, but E think the 
child would ask, if he was confused, ilhe knew you would always 
tell him. 

‘We develop a strength to withstand certain bumps - because 
there are bound to be bumps - if things are not i breed on us. 

* Children Talk to me a bout things rheir moihers and lathers 
have no idea they know any tiling about. 

A As a child, you value yourself as other people value you. If 
your parents emit you a brat all the time, you really believe you 
must, be a brat, and you can’t figure out why you in particular 
should be such a hrai. 

When we play with him, we play quit<- rough. We throw him up 
in the air. We run very fast. J 3 c shrieks with Liughier. Of com w 
sometimes he hurls us, scratches our lace, perhaps. ] here’s nothing 
you can do about it. 

Mi we want him to go to sleep, we alt pretend To go eo sleep. 

"When he has a bath, he screams when he lias to eome out. Hut 
he's grown out ol that- 

1 Hr warns io do everyibing lor himsell. Even things he can't do, 
like p Lilting on his shoes or bmioning his coat, he wants to do 
himself. We have to do h very quickly, He'll quite often do what 
you want him to. if you let him do it on his own. 

Mic’s left by himself for a few minules ai a lime, that's alt. A lew 
months ago, you could nh walk out of the door. Whereas months 
before that, be would play happily on ihe Ifoov, nut even noli dug 
you'd gone into ihe other room. Now he notices you've gone, but 
he know^ you will come back. 

M would never send him io a one -sex school — I*d sooner go io 
prison." 
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I hn ri never met belbrr f in. a young man of his age, such a tender 
confident, understanding an dude to growth. Where did iT come 
from? His latheT didn’t develop it, with his hell and buckle. Was 
it his school then, lHc.- ( good education' and rhe L kind' people 
that rhe magi sc rate cold him ahum ? He talked of them. 

'When I first went there, I coiddn 1 ! get d*e education 1 
wanted - it was much lower education ihnn I'd had in the day 
school. 1 wanted rn he m Light. 

‘We used to get up at about 7 or 7.30. Someone strode through 
1 he domain..’ y sbutiung, “ Everybody out of bed.” You had to 
jump out - if y mi didnb your- whole bed would he on rhe Horn - 
and rush about like a lunatic. Kveryihing was timed like in the 
army. You had to stand to attention when you were ready. The 
last two or three - \ eonldnd understand this, someone had 10 3je 
last - were pul on a special work party. 




'From there you marched into the assembly hall. You had a 
number, and when you'd washed you lined up before what we 
called the screw. If any speck of dirt was lbund behind your ear 
or your nail, you got swiped and sent back. 

‘When everyone was washed and ready we were sent to have a 
meal. Some of the masters allowed you to talk quietly. Some not 
at all. But those that let you talk quietly stopped you talking at 
once if your voices got too loud. 

‘We were seven at a table. Some of us served the food to the 
rest. You were allowed, I think, ten minutes. Then you had to 
stand up. If you hadn't eaten your food in that time, you were 
in for it. 

'Then wc were marched back to assembly. Then we were split 
up into different work parties, polishing the dormitories, 
scrubbing lavatories and so on. Our dormitory ran the whole 
length of the building. In order to polish it. you had three little 
rags, one for each knee and one for your two hands. You all got 
down in a row, with your three rags, with a master shouting, “Left ! 
Right ! Left! Right !” you all swinging your hands at the same time 
on the polish rag from right to left, and shifting your knees back 
the right traction, all in army order. If you ever tried to suggest 
there was a better' way of polishing a floor, it was check and you 
were put on report. 

‘They had a marks system. You had to stay on each grade a 
certain time before you could move up to the next. The highest 
grade I ever reached was fifty, for one week. Apart from that I 
spent most of the time in detention, which was no marks at all. 

‘It had nothing to do with education. You can see it didn't, 
because they found six pupils in the whole school who needed 
more education than they wore getting and they formed what they 
called a grammar group ; and I was one. 

‘You had to be on a certain grade to get privileges like going 
out for a walk marching in threes, or going home for Christmas. I 
was never once allowed to go home. I wasn't good enough. 

‘The main thing the children were punished ior was talking. If' 
a master heard anyone talking and didn't know who, he'd pick on 
anybody just to show you couldn’t get away with it. 
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‘All the masters had idiosyncrasies about the way they beat the 
kids. One used to make you stand to attention and grab you by 
the nose and pull it till your eyes wore streaming, then suddenly- 
let you fall back and punch you in the face, then pull you by the 
nose again, and all over and over again till you dropped to the 
floor, with your nose running with blood. One used to beat you 
over the head with his knuckles. Others used belts, canes. 

‘Everyone had to be a good footballer, not just play football 
but be a good footballer. That didn't make sense to me. How can 
everyone be a good footballer? If you weren’t good enough they 
had you lace the wall all afternoon W'ith someone watching you, 
‘We had constant parades, sometimes for three or four hours. 
People used to faim, they’d be carried to the washroom, doused 
and stood to attention extra hours for punishment. 

‘I was made to join the boxing class. I don't like hurting 
anyone. I used to punch the punchball but that wasn’t good 
enough. So I matched up with a friend of mine who didn’t like the 
boxing lark either. But it was too obvious that we didn’t want to 
hurt each other, so they took my friend out and put the boxing 
champion in with me. I tried to tell him not to go ior my nose, 
because I knew I wouldn't be able to stand that - I’d get angry. 

But he rushed at me, and bang, bang, bang, my nose w r a.s pouring 
with blood. I tore my gloves off and rushed at him - I w r as really 
mad. I got six of the best for that in front ol the whole school. 

‘ f w r as very good at art. I made posters, and full-scale models. 
But I couldn't explain anything. Nobody w r as interested to know r 
why I w^as such a bad character and had no grades. I kept asking 
to stay in to draw and read, but they wouldn’t let me. We had to 
go out and rush about outside. When I went out I would just sit 
on the stone steps. Still they wouldn’t let me stay in. 

‘At one lootball game I broke my leg. They wouldn’t believe me 
at first. They stood me up on it. I was screaming. 

‘The only time I got on all right w~as w r hcn, because of my young 
brother and his master there, I was put in charge of the annexe 
wTere the kids were. But then I broke my leg, and was back. 

‘All the masters except one made me stand on parade with my 
leg- iron. I had to hop and skip. The plaster was always breaking. 
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‘You co u ldn ' l explain anything to anyone. If a master wouldn’t 
listen to you and you went to the head, the head would be 
furious and void d get the cane. Several boys ran away. Some ran 
to the police, but even with bruises and black eves they wouldn’t 
listen and they took them straight back. 

'You weren’t there for any set time. They kept me there till I 
was fifteen years and four months. And during that time, apart 
from going out in organised walks in twos and threes, I was never 
out of the place. J never saw a girl all that time. 

‘ I’ve spent four months in jail for punching a cop, and Td 
sooner have jail than that. They don’t want to know your name in 
jail and you can get out of there without a scuff, but no one could 
go two days in that place without getting a scuff for talking. Two 
or three times a week you : d be beaten for talking, 

‘To the visitor the facilities were fantastic. It could look like a 
paradise. It’s kept beautifully. The boys keep it so. Nobody dare 
walk on a flowerbed. Once I picked an apple from a tree and ate 
it, arid for this I got six of the best in front of the school with my 
trousers down. 

‘We had prayers and hymns at the school, no special 
denomination. 

‘The teachers to my mind were none of them qualified. They 
were all of them frustrated. They were none of them the kind of 
people who should ever have been put in charge of children. They 
would lose their temper, go red in the lace, and beat and beat and 
beat, till the boy was lying there on the floor. I’m not very good 
at remembering people’s faces, but to this day I remember every 
one of them, and if I ever saw one of them I’d have to be pulled 
off to be sure I didn’t kill him. You had to develop a good 
friendship there, with someone, or you’d deteriorate. 

‘Because of my lather - he used to beat me up, you know — I 
was the sort of boy who wouldn’t be made to do anything. If J was 
asked properly of course I would. But they wouldn’t. And so 
they’d beat and beat. 


‘And because I had no grades, they used to have me scrubbing 
floors instead of doing painting. Once they had me scrape all the 
dirt out between the cobblestones with a stick and take it away and 
sift it till it was fine, and then take it back and put it back between 
the stones. They couldn’t think of anything for me to do. 1 was the 
permanent one on detention. 

‘Even after my leg had been healed off, I didn’t go back to the 
annexe. They wouldn’t let me. And my young brother came home 
each Christmas, but not me. There was no one at all you could go 
to and confide in, and talk out your troubles. 

‘When I left there, there was nobody to take me. My lather was 
at sea, and my mother was in the process of getting remarried. I 
told them I wanted to go to sea too, so they sent me to Southamp- 
ton. I had to stay there till I was sixteen. 1 worked in a pram 
factory, and then at last I went to sea. 

'I was always interested in people and places, and every thing 
that was different to me was good. Going to sea was an education 
in itsell. I met many people, some very clever people, and they 
were all men while I was just a boy, and I’d talk and talk. 

‘ 1 knew nothing about sex before I went to sea. My father kept 
me completely ignorant. If he saw me walking down the street 
with a little girl, b el ore I went to school, he’d thrash me for it. 
What a little boy and girl of eight or nine can do to each other I 
don’t know, but he’d thrash me. I had a hell of a lot to catch up 
on, and the world was such a pec uliarly lascinating place, and they 
hadn’t trained me to come out into a world like this. 

‘I have a kind of fad, maybe an. obsession, for honesty. I always 
remember saying over and over again. :t It wasn't me, it wasn’t 
me/’ And I could never understand why if you told the truth they 
wouldn’t believe you, when all the time they kept telling you to 
tell the truth. 

‘That few years I was at that school was a lifetime. It was a 
hundred years, f was conscious all the time that it wasn’t my life. 

It was just a matter of obey. Do this. Do that. You couldn’t discuss 
o r a r gue . I co u 1 d n eve r understand why no o n e wo u 1 d 1 i s t c n . 
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‘Since fve left that place, I've tried to understand about 
authority - who does it:, what it’s for, who benefits by it. And to 
my mind it’s just a racket. People are born to live down a hole and 
work down that hole and stay in it till you die. I know it was like 
that for me, and I know it’s like that for thousands of other 
people. 

4 My father used to work sixteen hours a day for thirty bob a 
week in the slump. He was a terrible father, but I bear no malice. 
He was a victim of the way he was having to live. When I was a kid 
I used to wash he was dead ; and if I had the courage 1 suppose I 
would have tried to kill him. But now f don’t bear him a grudge. 
What chance have people like that ? 

‘I wouldn’t let go. All those beatings, I took because I was 
hanging on to my individuality. The others were like sheep. 

'They taught us religion. I thought, how can they tell us these 
things when they are beating us up all the time? So I began to 
study religion, to see what sense there was in it. I think Jesus was a 
fantastic man with a terrific philosophy, but I don’t believe fie was 
magic. But the church lias used religion as a weapon to make 
people do what they’re told, and plunder and murder for what 
they are told. I’ve been in Naples and seen people without shoes 
stealing, and if you catch them at it they fight as if they were 
fighting for their lives. But the church there has gold in it. 

Two out of every three masters at that school were messing 
about sexually with the boys. Yet I rein can ber once two of the 
boys were caught together, and they were thrashed in front of 
the school. The toilets had doors only that high - two or three feci 
- arid these masters would come round all the time, looking in. 

1 I’ve got a shocking temper. It’s in my mind all the time. 1 
would hate ever to hurt anyone. 

{ I’ve read books on psychology. I wanted to understand myself 
and other people. I dug into that a lot. Even politics I had to dig 
into, because it’s all part of the same thing, and I had to know, I 
was sent to this place because of the courts, and the courts are 
part of the government, so I had to see how this could have 
happened. It’s amazing how the Establishment can use ordinary 
people against other ordinary people. 


T used to love to see films about schools that had these 
terrifically understanding masters.’ 

I put all this down in detail at the time, because 1 thought it was 
important. I have not tidied it, shaped it, or prettied it up in any 
way, 

Steve went to prison once or- twice. Then he went back to heroin 
— he had been on it before — and then he voluntarily puL his name 
on a ten- day waiting list and started ‘a cure’ in a hospital ; the 
cold of heroin withdrawal, colder than any cold that comes at you 
from outside, shook him from head to foot, and he vomited 
yellow vomit over and over and over again, artd the male nurses 
always watching him among the long unloving rows of beds 
reminded him of the warders of his childhood. 

He would lift his throbbing head very slowly to talk to me, his 
fingers pressing into his temples and coming up with his head, as 
il his fingers lifted his head or his head lifted his fingers, and he 
said that at the North Pole the cold was outside you and you could 
lie down in the snow and die and forget it ; but not when the cold 
was inside. 

His friends - teenagers, nineteen, twenty years old - used to 
come to see him. Sometimes they would bring his young wife, a 
beautiful Trinidadian stripper, and carry Davy in, in their arms. 
They would bring in a record player and play him biting blues. 
They travelled right across London to see him, because in many 
things he had been their mentor — not in drug- taking, but in 
intelligent understanding of experience and in gentleness. The 
nurses looked at them with suspicion and contempt. 

He came out ‘cured’. Then he got ‘busted’ several times (maybe 
he really did have marihuana ; maybe he really did have heroin ; 
or maybe he was just dead easy to pull in) and his wile, who had 
been fighting with her respectable West Indian family about 
Davy’s welfare, phoned me to say ‘they’ wanted to take Davy away 
from her and put him in care. I had helped her before, in 
company with a sympathetic warm-hearted children’s officer; 
but tfiis time the children’s officer had resigned in protest against 
bureaucratic officials, and I - only a writer with nothing to resign 
from - was just going into hospital. So I don’t know what 



happened to Daw. Perhaps hr is in an insrimiinn now. But at 
least he had nearly three years cd' intermittent cxploringamong 
rhr chaos and ihe warnings, ami perhaps no one trail entirely take 
tliat away from him. 

Two children* arid iheir parents. Compare them with rhr two 
children I desrrihed earlier — r he child m die garden, and t! Lt: child 
in the hotel an d y ( m a re co m pa ri ng I h e Lino r ga n i zed d ls L ortion 
which character izes the working class with The organized distortion 
which characterizes ehe middle class. Working class people believe 
in 'luck 1 , middle class people believe in "roniroT; each is the 
approved euphemism for- a battered and chained identity; 
Working class children gei pushed 100 ha rd, gei vinlem,;ind 
mayhe gei sent to Borstal. Middle: -class children gei pushed 100 
hard, and maybe go schizophrenic or autistic, and - having been 
trained lo be competent - make Their own rage. 

I 'he only one of these parents who ever saw the child in from of 
him was Steve, a nd comer i mes he wa s seeing the sell' he might have 
been, and any way he couldn’t keep his eyes open long enough 
iM-cause of his own pain, although lie did try. 
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In a Sou tli London school I sat down at a table with Four 
seven -year- old girls. Another little girl eame up co me - bringing 
a list of very nrai and card u 11 y written words in show me. rhey 
ni nsL liave been copied oil pie Lures on the wall. The first word was 
y#TO- Truly. 

’Do you know what this word is? 1 1 asked her 

L Wool, 9 she sa id hr i gh d y, 

I'he second word was ytuht. 

'And do you know what this is? 1 l said. 

'Sailing boat,’ she said brightly. 

1 Well, love, 1 1 said, pulling her down next to me and putting 
my arm round her, L ii’s really “yam” and "yachT 1 . . . . But never 
mind : you all idl me what are impvrt.ajd words, and J 'Ll write ihem 
ah dossil.’ 

And wii hom. a second s hesiiaiion, r ight round that table went 
'ambulance’ "dead’ — 'dying’ "nearly dead 1 . Now a slight 
pa use. Then, quickly agam, 1 hospital ' ‘doctors ' - "nurses 1 . 

Oh, I said, 'lias someone you know died then ?' A child on my 
right said, L My Nan's died. Died on Tuesday. I saw her in her 
roilin. But I didn't go m the JuiieiaL Our Linda went/ 

"Who's Linda? 1 I said. 

L Her - big sister, ! sa id her I fiend. 

'1 .inda looks alter us,’ said i he lirst child. 

"Where's your Meitu then ? 1 I asked. 

4 She ran away. ' 

'Cos she couldn't stand the row,' said Tier Friend. 

"And where's your Da d ? ' 

' I le's dead.' 

All this completely inattcr-oi-laci. Yarn . . . yachts . . . John, see 
lhe boats. . . - And the important words are "dead’ - ‘dying 7 - 
"nearly dead 1 . 

T think what I find most extra ordiuaiy of all is i hat if 1 tell 
people tliL they think [ am bei rig depressing. 

J ] a 


Ai [he end of nj66 3 wrote .six stories about a large family surh 
as might live in i he East End of London - sTories ihai in structure 
would make a six or seven year- ol*fs first read-for-yoursell book* 
bm Vl- T i h real conversation, real emoiions, real people and I rook 
them to a school in i he East End and road Them aloud to a class of 
seven year olds. 

I h e e fl eet was t xtraoi d ii] ary . I h e r h i 1 d r e n began to J n ug h . 

\ h e y la u giicd j jhy s i r.a I ly h I i k e a very si nail c h i 1 d I a i jg h s - 1 tel jj [es sly. 
I hey laughed till the tears streamed down their fares. Thev 
couldn c sir down. They stood up and jumped up and down, 
hugging themselves . . .and hugging their neighbours. At fLrsr 
I thoughi T would wait till the I a lighter subsided before I read ou : 
but die laughter never subsided. As a finished each one, they 
demanded the next. [ read one after the other, marvelling all the 
Lime a t the very young looseness and floppincss the: children 1 * 
bodies had taken on, and the quite extraordinary quality' of their 
constant laughter, a have oiien read stories to children, and 
they have oiien laughed, but nor like i his. 

I '"as si ill pu/ ding over it when 1 got home. Waiting for me was 
a letter fr< un a head m Kettering to svhom E had sent a typeseripr 
ol a no i her story I 'd written n nd hi is report of tiie scene i n fi is 
classroom was identical. He said one hoy, whose lather was "jusa 
die amiable layabout Dad of your story j was frying to explain to 
rhr hoy nest to him, whose fa rhea- was a 'stem cunscie minus 
worker type 1 , why rhe stoiy was so funny and so important to 
him, but was laughing so much he could only jump up and down, 
tears streaming down his cheeks and gasp out, Tt'smv D^d ! El's 
my Dad ! h 

Standing with ]m letter in my bn nd and considering aEE rhis, 
my mind went bark m the evening I had sem rhe play Bitty Liar in 
a We.Hi.-End theatre. l Seen ! is accurate since ] rould scarcely hear a 
word. ] was exirernely annoyed at thr rime. The laughter w r as 
ronnnuOLis, drowning all dialogue, and completely physical ; T 
came out of chat i heat re not only angry and frustrated since 1 love 
the play, hut bruised all over from the helpless backslapping and 
knee- 1 humping I'd been subjected to bom delirious hefty 
su :j ngei>.. It, was at this timeihai Albert Finney. playing 
i ifi 


K i U y : who nndei -stood the phenouteiton as liiileas I did 
i hen, walked to the footlights and rold them furiously ifihev 
didn’t shut up he wa* going borne. J fie press discussed this quite 
a bi t a t the t ime sue h a n eve n t wa s unpnccede n i ed . ) 

Now ] put the three experiences together, and ir suddenly 
clicked. the physical laughter of release from tension, die 
laughter oi acceptance, of recognition. For the firsi time wilii a 
shook ol joy those children, and those adults, had seen themselves 
portrayed in preserves that hitherto were mid die- class arid alien. 
They didn't hrue to pretend to be someone else anv more- They 
were released. 

Heads wrote in about these books. scandalized and vehement* 
born both middle -class and slum areas. Such subjects, they said, 
should not be mentioned. Such subjects did no? exist. Children do 
not play on bomb -sites or dumps. There are no bomb sites or 
dumps. They have all been built over long ago (this was ihe begin- 
ning of 1367). All children play in parks or pleasam play areas. 




All homes have hoi and mid water and propci bathrooms. and 
nobody ust:s tin baths> Fish and chips must not be mentioned. No 
children play i n old cars. '] be brad of the-larruly must noi be held 
up [n criticism. 

Il was evident that some heads Llatly denied iheir pupils’ 
idem i iv- Also they bad no sense of humour. 

I loot one of the stories. Lesley^ Stun, i.o a lively and flexible 
primary school near here* cun by a head who has vitality, 
humanity and optimism. Nina has a job there- I read ii aloud. On 
i he edge of this conccntra Led group, I .en was playing tip, trying lo 
enlist his blend's suppon and break tip the reading by echoing 
the end of each sentence. Len is one nl'ien kids. ] ias mother, die 
only person who has given i he children affection, lias lirmlly 
abandoned lhem. I hey are now looked alter when at all by the: 
eldest sister, who live* at home with her ill cgitimale baby, Fai her 
lias brought anotherwoman home, but she is only a bedmate. 

‘Lesley/ I read, And every lime, ‘Lesbian/ echoed seven-year- 
old Len provocatively. Nina and I tried not to rairh each other's 
eve, not wanting to laugh. I we he on reading* and eventual I y lie 
ran out oil he group. But alter wards Nina said 10 me, 'So who 
says that child's not inrelligoit. anrl is incapable of reading— when 
he knows that Lesley and Lesbian stari wnh die same syllable V 

T have jusi hear d T.en is no longer at this school. He is in tare. 
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‘These children have no experience, 1 teacher s often say, wu h 
di s dai 1 l. des p a i r, co mp a s s ion o r cli ari ty . 

But how can any oner ‘have no experience* ? 

Here is Marion, age five, writing or rather , dictating) a siory, 

Once upon a lime I here was a little girl ea J let I J 3 net Parkcs. One iLh v 
Jariel ttuies was ill. Her mod lei called the doctor, and hr said she would 
h.Hvc ro Stay ill and Jlc. Our <hy Janet Parkcs died and li lt to other Cjird 
and her men he; muk Jin m the grave. JaneL's mother had anothei baby 
and llr wa s a J S( ny . Sh e forgot abo u L J a nr I . J a net's mother drra n icd a Ek>ui 
jastel when she died, and those drum ins made her sitk. One t lay Janet 
P arkes came to hlea^aiiL, and Jut mother was so happy rliarshc had her 
little girl back. 

Is L lucre no 'experience’ hi that piece of universal ait ? 

Once I looked vtny quietly inio our sitting-room, and there was 
a three year old called Sally and a rweniy year old called Sarah 
sitting on the setter Together. Sarali was soft I y playing her guitar 
artd singing. Tlieri she said to Sally, 'You sing, and Ell play 10 your 
song.’ So Sally began 10 c 1 rate in song, set free on ;i poetic 
mythological plane by music, and followed by Sarah she sang 
about being in a dark house frightened by strange sounds. . . 

'll was only the owl, only rbe owl/* they said. . . . but J’m 
frightened, frightened by the dark, frightened by the owl, 
frightened because I’m alone in a dark house. ...’ It was a very 
king song, si range and beautiful and moving. I wished 1 could sei 
a tape recorder going ■ I daren't even move ro get jieneil and 
paper heea use I was afraid of disturbing the spell thai Sally was 
weaving, 

Marion was in her first year at sellout, and Janet Parkes, a child 
in the same class, find in Id her that her Mummy had bad a new 
baby and had touched something oil in Marion’s mind. As for 
Sally, she had known no lather, her beloved brother was in prison, 
8 1 id a year ago her mother had been laken to hospital in the 
middle of ihe night while Sally was still sleeping, and Sally had 
wakened to an empty house. 
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Marion and Gary and sonic others, all now six, made up a story 
together. I just gave them the first line to start them off They 
made it very realistic. ‘. . . And the children sat down, muttering 
and moaning, sticking their tongues out occasionally. . . .’ Next 
week Gary finished it and gave it a wake- up- from- a -dream ending, 
with the children saying ‘ “ You cruel liar. You’re not our real 
Mummy. Our real Mummy went to the shops, and she was 
going to buy a present for one of our birthdays. 7 ’ “My birthday ! 
I’ll be seven on my bi rtf id ay 1 71 “And it was our wicked stepmother 
who said we had no money and we had to have spaghetti. And our 
real mother will be back at two o’clock A 7 

I was disappointed at losing the realism. I’ll get it written in one 
go next time, I decided. Then, a teacher asked rnc casually who 
had come for my group. ‘Gary? Oh, he’s the kid who’s adopted.’ 

Why do we try to lay down what is ‘experience ’ and what is not ? 
Why do we so rigidly try to separate ‘realism’ and ‘fantasy’ ? The 
spontaneously invented games of a three year old are not elves 
and fairies but ‘mothers -and -lathers’, ‘doctors? and later 
‘school’ (are they lantasy or realism ?). Fantasy is an exploration 
of living reality, and play a rehearsal of living reality, and we use 
them bo tlr as tools of growth that will help us first understand 
our reality, and then help us shape it with awareness and 
competence. ( Is it surprising that people who live least effectively, 
creatively and absorbedly are those who have been allowed least 
play, least fantasy, self-expression, exploration?) 

Marion writes a great deal. 

How did it happen ? Nobody knows. Only Marion and Eleanor know, 
and this is how we know. We once left our satchels at school by mistake 
and wc Had to go hack to school to get them and it was then that we 
stopped to listen. And we heard a very queer sound. A scuffling sound. 
And Eleanor said 1 f Iclp ! It is a ghost ! ’ — because she once saw a ghost in 
church, but [ do not believe in ghosts, but I still feel creepy about creepy 
sounds. I just said, ‘Do not be silly. You are the silliest girl I ever met.’ 


But I was scared really, scared still. I could nor stand it, but 1 dared not 
tell Eleanor. 

That in fact was inspired by a burglary at school, discovered 
in the morning; but does that settle for us whether it is 'realism 1 
or ‘ fantasy 1 , and whether Marion has any ‘experience’ ? And 
about the same time, after Bonfire Night, she wrote a picture- 
story, that is, drawings with captions : 

As Victoria watched’ the bonfire the guy smiled with a mysterious look 
in his eyes and then he slowly burned away. In t fie nig hi Victoria had a 
dream and she woke up in the night and she cried. In the morning she 
said she saw’ a big horrid man and she said she would draw him, and she 
scribbled and we laughed. Now what was happening ? The guy was a 
magic guy and he had found out that Victoria liked him and he had been 
wondering why she had not tried to save him from being burned, and 
that was what had caused all tfie trouble. And as the wicked guy 
cackled wickedly to himself, now he was a wicked, mean and selfish guy. 
Instead of Johnny the good guy he w’as now Johnny the bad guy. Now 7 he 
was trying to kill Victoria. He had tried to frighten her to death because 
he was sure that she was easily frightened, and he was a little bit right and 
a little bit wrong, because she was easily frightened but she could not be 
killed because of it. And here she is being frightened. 

Marion and Sally arc still in touch with their own roots, feeling 
through their unique personal experience what they do riot yet 
know is their healing universality. How many teachers dare to be 
so much in touch ? 

I remember a poem by Christine Econo m ides, a fourteen -year- 
old Greek girl at Risinghill School, Islington : 

Loneliness 

Sitting and waiting for someone to ring. 

Waiting is for people who arc ill or old, 

But T am young. 

This is the kind of statement that elicits instantly from many 
teachers (who perhaps are ill or old) the snappy comment, 

‘ Nonsense ! ’ 
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‘They liiivic: no experience , . . ' Years ago, I somedmes reluctantly 
judged children's poetry comped dans. The subject set was 
invariably \Spring* ur 'Autumn 1 , and i he verges by those London 
children would be a bom skipping lambs, nr migraiing birds - 
such a sad ronfoi mi si unfclt similarity, one could almost see the 
wor d 1 -a-m-b spelt oiu on the blackboard. Mosl ol these children 
can’t even keep a ear or a budgie in ihrir Council flat. Some ol 
lIul-ijj live hi distric ts where there isn't one Made of grass. They 
have never seen a lamb in their life, skipping oi' static. 

But the: seasons still move for them - the sky si ill changes, the 
wind blows, harshly hum die east or tenderly hum the west. Why 
is their own experience treated with such indifference, such 
roniernpl ? isn’t it valid ? 
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For London children* autumn is throwing up sticks to bring 
down Eheconkcis, it is slanting sunlight on tree trunks conker 
red, 11 is ho nines and Catherine wheels, crisp -curled golden- 
brown leaves lying on the common like brandy-snaps in shop 
windows, white mists and yellow log, and seagulls white oil die 
grass and black on the sky, and queuing outside church halls for 
jumble sales in the early a lie moon and warming your hands on a 
packet of chips in r he evening. 

Winter is hearing die dry- srutter of skeleton leaves teetering on 
their rips across i he pavement and the rusty creak of e lie gulls ; 
ie is bleak black windows, toffee apples, immobilization and 
imprison merit m 11 a Ls and classrooms, the rasping sound of 
motor chains outside the window when eyes arc si ill unopened; 
ii is i he Crunch of shoes in the dazzling snow, and later the brown 
spattering slush oh the busy road, the ducks I foundering and 
slithering on the icy pond, and wretched frozen lavatories : el is 
warm cosy lines* or broken windows smiled with rags, it is the 
time when old people's noses drip and The s keep their coats on 
indoors, iL is the rime of presents and the talk of press ms and 
.sometimes die Mealing to get or give presents cvciyonc else i.s 
talking a hour. 

Spring es die swamp of i he melting common, the lirsi almond 
tree in the suburban so vet, tadpoles in a swinging jar, the baby 
sparrow fallen 10 the pavement, a crow lurching raggedly across 
the glass like a merhs drinker, daffodils in [he i own-hall windows, 
strange limy silky catkins in ihe market under the railway arches, 
newspapers blown oil stalls and flapping liemiedly round 
peopled legs, gorst: on The common with birdVfoot trefoil 
clustering under (a lien with thickens > ; it is Fasiei eggs in i he shop 
windows, silh pigeons dropping twig ahei taigas they Liy to build 
aii impossible nest on ah * cooing like outraged dowagers or 
compassionate television interviewers 1 and sometimes, in ihe 
park, the ihrri cheep of invisible luahy birds. 

And sumincr is gay frocks and shirts* splashing in ihe paddling 
pool, sometimes dry-skinned am! golden, sometimes sticky with 
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sweat and grime and ice rmm, l>e i n ^ rha^ed away because you 
are the wrong age though the baby you are looking alter is the 
right age. Il is the- Lime when the washing dries early. The lime 
when the coach irip goes ol'b the time when fo-urleen people cram 
into the van. and go to Southend. Et ls rhcdiffereni greens ol'ehc 
differeni grass a nd ihe dilleieut greens of the trees, the dogs wildly 
barking as the kilr comes down , the smell ul oranges, drains, 
inching tar, and die ecstatically sweet, em grasj, belbre the keeper 
chases you away. These and many many mo rc : Thai vary I rom 
child to child and from disirici to district, each as important in iis 
uniqueness and piTstmalness as in irs universality. A whole poem 
devoted to the filth of a E'roj.en school lavatory or the extra- 
ordinary smell of a street drain, with every adjen ive carefully 
selected - that is experience. bu t those skipping lambs, tliosc 
leaving and lemming swallows, presented in neat, death preiiy 
words, like cute lirrle bridesmaid's posies, no. 

A fifreen year old from Islington gave a mock talk on L her 
vacation*. 

I jaxt year my Mum and Dad didn't have much money wwc decided lo 
tak e our vacation dowi l l he sewer.n . A ^ rhi'Tt ■ was a manhole ouisJ de i J i e 
from dour we ditl/ih have rojsay for the transport. An Soon as weenreird 
T could smell I lie aroma- It was a beautiful smell. On die walls rherewasa 
gi eei i substance which my very cd ncated mother roll I me was called 
slime. We took plcim ol things widl lis, arid ait we didn't have a suitcase 
WC took Lhcm ail m my pencil i^tsi:. I here was plcntv of room Trji- such 
necessities as die Le]evision, fronf dwrand many otlieis.. Wesirayrd 
afloat in die warn- for a while [xnH then climbed up the wal I for some 
more comfort. J plumed Lite television set into the water and sal a gaze 
ai 1[ all through tile i rigid. A her- we had been do^ n dies e for wliar seined 
a few hows, my dog .suggested t hn f we go now as lit: wauled ro get home 
10 Ins Fidu meat. I den - fled xr> [ate a soiivciilj with rue so I pur some of dhe 
perhimc from [he sewers into a few bottles and rook Qleni home with me. 

I handed them round Lo my j el a lives and ro my surpi i.^e die ruxr day I 
revived letters saying that ihey had fainted. Idi.es- have mil Unm round 
to we me lor ages How .ami ] am all on mv own. mj i f von want some 
perfume please comae l me straight aw-av. 




This son of root om-ol-M.hool clowning is also an emotional 
commcnl ot a dillcrcnt kind, bui equally one diat many teachers 
would call 'Nonsense'. Yet it is in direct line wrih ihc old music- 
] jiil 1 songs ( £ 1 live in Trafalgar Square. Wit Is four lions 10 guard 
me. . „ /) dial are certainly not cosy or charming wluitevcr 
sentimentalists may say, and nor do they liavc the Jewish nerve- 
qui vering sell -mockery, but rather a Jar phi physical aggressiveness 
that is quire formidable. Perhaps ihis is why some tear her* cal] 
i his. soil of th i ng 1 no nse n se 1 - u 1 1 1 i I it rear h es rlas.s ie s Li tus and 
pretend that it shows, proves even, thru children like this have 
l no experience’, 
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But apart from rhe basic experience rhai ls common 10 all 
children, many would think tFrat children living in poor social 
conditions have much mom 'experience* than ibe more protected 
middle class ones . . . evictions, gang warfare, fathers in jail, 
mothers a un away or in menial hospitals, another woman a.s Dad's 
be dm arc, sisier with a baby and no husband, Hoot^ crumbling and 
ceilings lading in, the wage packet spent at the dogs. Nan lying 
in the front room in her colIin. . . . And indeed the veiy teachers 
who say ' ihey have no experience 1 arc the ones who would most 
quickly agree wi i h i his. So dearly what I he teachers really mean 
is nm that £ they have no experience', but. thai ihey have no 
‘approved’ experience, no cosy well - bred tasteful experience 
ihal* talked about openly, would not disturb them, the teachers. 
Docs their education tonsisi ihen in denying experience, wiping 
out past, present a nd future ... producing (because children need 
lo he accepted and loved) compliance in some, wuha constant 
undercurrent of anxiety which is reality stirring behi nd the door, 
arid apathy in others, and anger and haie in others : J 

One way we might undo some of the harm we have done, and 
decondition children^ is co teach teenagers to listen io their 
rhea no. Every human being is a creator, ,an artist, lor everyone 
dreams. Hui perhaps a teenager's dreams, search ing I v looked at, 
might disturb teachers more than anything they ever write. For the 
dreamers have escaped from good taste. from .school rules, and 
looking again at the real things that ha ve happened are searching 
for truth and coming lace to face with their own revolutionary 
wisdom. 

Indeed, in i he context we have, now, perhaps Aui homy had 
bctier leave our dreams alone. They mighT defuse them. 
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A girl lit our local grammar school brought this to a teacher who 
no longer Look lux now thai she was doing O- level work. 

Spirit fait 

A cry . . . y plain 1 i vr weird c'R, The u y ofa Inst soul. Lost a cjrl 
wilhoin low. A ary rh^tL is Leu oi . . . terror at being lell in a world chat 
Is -A world Tio more . . . for a world is no more when you are lost and 
without love. 

I go oil [ i iv way. I his, j say softly lo inyselb has nOLhmg Lu do with 
inv . . J rrj 3 < VA t r be WO rd S . T j t rpra i I h tin k wcr Lind O verr y ga in . - 1 1 does 
no! tsiTiccrn me . . . il j* not my business. 

M\ key is mrny porker. I take LIOliL and tunefully unlock the dour. 

It is, lane . . . very lair. I goto bed and T I J i ink of the cry. All uiglu I blink 
o( ihtruy. All night, every m^Ju. I think, but I SlilE repeat lo myself the 
words that are so untrue . . . it does nor concern 3CJ-K . . . it is not my 
business. . . 

It is dark . . . il i.H La re. Again I hau Jittery. I lie cry ihat is. tilled 
with forlorn hopelessness, 1 look round. People arc CWiywllere. Can 
rbeA not hear blurry? Can they rjol hear die cry rbaL hib invaded my 
1 jle ? Why i.s it only I who Can hear Mir hauntingly *yd try i 11 

Gi\ foolish, sad Oiie. ... Vo L] realize not Lhal il is your own SOlJ Crying 
uul . . . l T ying OuL for hope and love . . . arid recognition. 

C3Ji sorrowful one, tor you hope is gone forever r You ignored rhe 
fT Ti and so Cu« oil rhe I Lie oi your spirit. Now will yOui spiiir never 
roam ihe sk Le>, to m mg Ee wi i h i he el a re an d beau Lri ut w ii i d . O h , you 
JboEish one ! 

You are lost. The Cxy eomes only OlKe in your I i he.-. Why did you ignore 
ii . J I lie (ay- you hear now is an echo only. An i*:ho forlorn . . . dcjntr^l. 

An a bn ro remind you of than which you liavc lose. . . . 

A Jew Willis later, when she was lilieen I read through her 
school book of essays, written lor her O level Kn.gli.th teacher. 

1 was immediately gripped by the intensity of hate in her. Nor 
zhdt ir was expressed as such. Whai she expressed was an obsession 
wirh lying flies must be plausible to be l good’ . . . how can you be 
sure that yours are plausible enough ' . . . how terrifying ii is not 
io he sur e . . . and, later on. how contemptible are people whose 
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lies are not good enough ! . . .'i and a quite desperate demand for 
p u ni vh m e r 1 1 , 51 ae I la Led H o Iden Cau Ifiel d, s h e sa i d y 3 ie ea rlkx 
teacher had lent her Catcher in rhe Rye), and slated gratuitously 
hi$ parents shoLild have given him a good hiding the minute he 
started homing around 1 and a liule further down lhe page 
insisted H murderers should he killed in ease they kill! someone 
else'. In this essay, her wr iting suddenly sloped backward in a 
startling ten we w ! ay as ii she were afraid of where she was going. 
The last sentence was pathetic, still 3 toping for help but too listless 
to be a pica, 'But these are onlv mv view 1 ; and I would not nry io 
influence anyone else by them. 4 

I Ter G-level teacher- responded throughout this very disturbed 
piece of writing by seathing comments on her punctual ion and 
sentence structure. Nothing else, exrepi an occasional * Stupid l f 
A little while after this the gnl was expelled, for lateness. TTei 
lather was ill, there were brothers and sisiers, and she was her 
mother's domes rie help. She had written about dorks in her 
‘Spin i Lost’. You belong to a world from which I ant separated. 
A worl d of people pees pie, who h a ve a sk igi intents to ea r ry r o ut - 
people, with pan ems io F61 low — people, with heads, not hearts/ 
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‘I can’t say like some people do, “Well, maybe it didn’t do me 
much good, but maybe it did other people good.” 

‘When I ran away from school, I was only eight, but I’ll never 
forget it. I’ve often wanted to make a film about it. I started to 
write it down, but all these memories came rushing back and I 
couldn’t face them. I had to put my pen down. I knew I couldn’t 
do it. 

'It’s done me so much damage - I’ll never get away from this. 

I want to take a machine -gun to the place. 

Tm not a violent person. But I just want to take it apart. I 
can’t imagine in the whole of the rest of my life ever experiencing 
anything so terrible. Because it’s so hopeless. You feel everyone is 
a gains t y o u - y o u ’ re o n v o ur own , 

‘I ran ten miles across Bristol to get away from school. It’s a 
long way for a kid of eight. There w r as no one in, and I sat on the 
step crying. The head came in his car after me - it was a cul-de-sac. 
He got me in his car and he talked to me quite kindly, and then 
he took me back. And alter a few' days I was beaten. 

‘One thing I’ll never forget. When I w'as about twelve, our 
maths teacher was ill and he W'as away for weeks, arid we had 
another teacher. And we were all having this class with this other 
chap, and this first chap must have got better because suddenly 
the door was flung open and he came in. 

'And the chap next to me, my friend, looked up and quite 
spontaneously he said “Oh, hello, sir 1 ” And this teacher walked 
right across the room and gave him a terrific clip across the ear. 

‘ I nearly shot up to the ceiling. And you think that because the 
boy’s been given a clip, you must know- that he’s done something 
terribly WTong, I’ve never forgotten it. I think now - “You 
bastard ! ’ ’ 

‘The thickest boys came through. It was the law' of the jungle. 

A sensitive boy was absolutely broken, just weeping his heart out, 
utterly humiliated and on tfie floor. There were many times when 
I w r as literally going out of my mind. 
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‘One of our masters used to do flying at the weekend. He had a 
pilot’s licence. And one weekend he w'as killed. And w T hen wr were 
told at school, I remember one boy saying, “Old Bloody Barton’s 
gone at last ! Thought we’d never get rid of him. Wonder who 
we’ll get next.” I couldn’t believe it. This was a human being they 
were talking about. . . . 

‘ “Bloody awful,” he’d say. “Bloody awful !” And he’d shy your 
work back at you and it would fly past you and go underneath 
your desk and you’d have to scrabble about for it. “You’ve got no 
bloody idea 1 ” That’s w'hy we called him “Bloody Barton”. You 
know - “so much garbage, and I had to sit and read that crap 
when I could have been listening to my stereo record player”. 

‘So I gave up trying to learn anything, and began to try to learn 
how to please the teachers and not get anyone shouting at you. 

‘And then suddenly you leave the school, and suddenly realize 
you can start putting your enthusiasm into practice, and 
suddenly you say, “They w r ere wrong and I w'as right ! I do have 
something to give !” 

‘But their conditioning was very thorough. And in emotional 
stress I still have nightmares that Tm back at school, and whatever 
emotional stress I'm in I’m thankful to wake up to it, out of that 
nightmare. I’ll never shake it now. 

‘When you’re seven, a day is a very long time. And one day 
stretches out after another, nine and a half years of it. And you 
don’t ever know' what you’ve done wrong, and you know you can 
never put it right. 

‘Mv biggest fears are not of dying. I wouldn’t be afraid of being 
hanged. I wouldn’t be afraid of being killed if the BBC sent me to 
Vietnam. I’m only afraid of going to prison. Because then I would 
feel I w F as back at school.’ 

He was very gentle and quiet normally. One night he suddenly 
burst out w'ith this. I took it for granted he w f as talking about an 
approved school. But it turned out to be a public school. 

It seemed his grandfather made some money, and decided his 
grandsons should have the education he never had. ‘Hewasa 
very' generous man,’ my friend said. 



l l>id ^ou ever iel] him -uhai ii was like ?' 

H Oh no. J c< s uJ dii’ f toll hint. He meant well, anti it would have 
Imri him," 

Some time ago, J asked another friend what he remembered 
must vividly Irani his school, what hi: instantly associated with if. 

I le said ;.fi once, 'Violence. The only ume I got smashed up really 
bad was a r school. Kvrry day you ra me you knew there was a 
possibility of getting; smashed Lip really badly, And when we were 
made prelects. we knew that every i mie we a-ssened o lit am horny, 
so called, we were in danger. J he teachers who used corporal 
punishment or llucatencd us. and Lise teachers who were over 
kind and didn’t want, us ro grov\ up, we had just contempt lor. 
There were a lew. a very few, who treated Jou on Their own 
level.’ 

I was very struck by this. because I had marked die same 
perrepnveness about teachers among the Risinghill pupi ls, but 
R is i ngh Ul hadn’T \e \ been published. SchouUhildiem until they 
have 1 'wrcrri educated out of it (some, of them never are, and 
probably become writers or schizophrenics), refuse 10 accept 
disguises. 

I remember how Nina and her fric:nds, when they were seven, 
used to talk aboui ihc leathers changing inlo witches and back 
again. At hrst I was amused bv the L fea nlasy 1 and ifippanry of it, 
b lit a s i h c\ i a I ked 1 1 ie u i id crlyi i ig serk > li si Less a nd pt :r eept ivc ness 
of the symbolism grew louder — T cli iri k this was the hi^l time the 
natural I - 1 1 element ol mythology came htimr 10 me - and I saw 
flow aware rhese small girls were oi i he disguises clipped on and 
oil by sell righteous people. Many years later, when J worked 
on ttiaughitt, and unearthed ruany extraordinary episodes that 
I didn’t mention in the book, I thought back to these little girls 
and their 'fantasizing'. VVc all of us go in lor disguises at limes, 

Imi it is a ^ u c v 1 1 the pro! ess i on winch spends all i t ^ time with 
children believes in permanent disguise, fur children arc bv nature 
very close Co r r ty thology ai td speak the language. 
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F asked another young chap, also working at the IS Ii C. what he 
remembered olTiis school* and he rhoughT just a second or two 
and .said, 1 I hr whole of my education was directed ro gening me 
to hate my parents. And what a triumph 1 When I linallv 
graduated and they came to the ceremony, f didn T i introduce 
them to anyone, and \ was bitterly ashamed of them.’ 

So then I asked Bob what he remembered and he said with 
sudden bitterness, They H ealed you like shit. They told you you 
were .shit, and ihe\ went on idling you. until in the end you 
believed themd 




One public school, one secondary" modern and two 'good 1 
grammar schools. 

Then I talked to J 3 e<e. At firsi he ta I Iced a hour home - his 
father who drove him nearly round the bend. ’H^s always on at 
me lo get a job. I le's a [ways saying how he 1 * worked twenty ymn 
i lc kei -collect i ng for London l ransport. Well, tba fs a U right. O.K. 
If you want to work twenty years ticket -collecting, well O.K. But 
he moans all die Lime about it, day and night. And then he 
expects nw to do it and says he's ashamed if T don't V 

And )at£r he talked about his education. He learnt nothing ar 
sch o o I . Kor one th i ng : h r wn s h a rd [ y eve r i h e re - 1 J i s n i o t 1 ier could 
never stay in the same place for long, so the family was constantly 
moving and Pete was always changing Lu another school among 
strangers. He was n shy child. Teachers used to make him ' si and 
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up and say tilings’, so thai hr always let* ihev meant him to be 
condemned out of his own mouth. His compositions were verv 
incoherent; and one 1 earlier* 10 emphasize deliberately that: they 
were tlic a worst and most senseless be had ever seen and thereby 
get the rest of the class ‘with ’ h im, used to make Pete stand up 
and 1 -rad them out. 

me would run away from school. The trLLant office]- would 
fir id [Lim and bring him back, and he would be caned and run 
away again, lie lei 1 srhouk legally, as soon as he possibly could. 
And then at last he began to learn. 

"1 his is tme of vast numbers nf our children ; in I act it may be 
stil h me of mo si of 1 hem. Only when they leave school do \ hey 
begin to leant- I sometimes think see arc simply taking a chunk 
out of their lives - ten years when we drive iheiu and beat them 
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and disintegrate them and undermine them, [ill at last [Jury ran 
escajje Ifom us; and all they have ever learnt that is going to be 
any good to them and I ha r will compensate for- ten years of legal 
Captivity is rhe bare technique of reading- nor the pleasure in 
reading nor i lie companionship oi books which luckier children 
Jram before they come to school, but just the bare painful 
technique, and some children only learn thai when they escape 
into lile 

Ttrce now writer poetry. When lie escaped from school - and 
alter, I drink, lie spent some i ime in a detention centre he mei 
people wht> 'wrote, who played musical instruments, who talked 
and lb icned, 'I was all closed up. T got nothing out of school 
just a rough idea of reading, really rough. Rut afterwards [ met 
all kinds of people Hind everything opened nn ' 


21 

Some years ago, vsell belure the Act, a girl telephoned. 'You don't 
know me. E’rn in i rouble. Can I come to see you ? Now/ That 
always meant ' I need an abortion’. 

She was twenty miles away, with a girlfriend in a phone box. 

She bad my address, phone number and lull directions with a 
sketch-map in her pocket. J w T as on ihe grapev ine- 

Mai y was i r l her early twenties. She was already three months 
pregnant, so an abortion was Out. Cut her boyfriend was travelling 
over a hundred miles trvery weekend to see her* and there seemed 
lo be a tenderness, a concern and a reliability' in fhe relationship, 
Slit: said they intended m marts, but not till she liad finished her 
course. 

We wen i into i lie possibilities, I phoned t.he i.ondon kduraiii m 
Authority because someone had lold Mary she would Iijitc: to 
pay back all her grant if she Itrft her course ■ a nd t hey told me 
what they knew o I other ed neat ton authorities" polity in such 
ilia tiers, and of the polity of college principals in granting leave 
of absence. With such information, the: three of ns worked out a 
possible programme. 

When die girls ltdu not only did the future seem 10 have a 
possible;, controllable shape and even a potential glory (J use l he 
word sec lUusly), buL Mary had discovered — casually, almost - 
something of tremendous importance to her; that it was possible 
to trust older people. 

back at her lr iend\ home where she was sta\ing, ibis tightly 
controlled girl, whose onEy safely hail seemed to be in secrecy, told 
her hiend’i parents; and tiny were very kind to her. She was so 
enchanted and delighted - not merely with the actual happening, 
bur with ihe confirming testimony it bore - that she rang me up 
10 iell me. 

She then derided to iell her own parents - to go back with |obn 
to her own home and tell them that she and John were marrying, 
they were having a ba by, and ihat they had everything worked out 
and knew ihev could manage. When she phoned me thai clay, 

John whs a heady on his way down in Iter, 
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I tlidn'i hear from hei again. Ac first ] worried. Thru I thought, 
if was just thii her pa rems had taken over, and everything was 
fine. 

So ii relied. A year later, Ruth, her friend, fame to see me. 

i4W 


From Ruth I lea mi ihai Mary’s parents had thrown Julm out 
when they ra me with their plans, til a r although he wrote, phoned, 
rang the front door bell, lliey wouldn’t let him see or speak to 
Maiy\ nor- Mary communicate with him ; ihat a month below the 
baby was doe. They had her operated on, osrensiblv for 
appendicitis. had her appendix and the baby removed, and rht: 
baby instantly adopted. They allowed John* Mary’s lover and the 
baby's farber, io know noihing of any of rhis. F le nnd Mary did 
not see each ocher again, until a little while ago when they had 
mel tlirough Ruth’s eoEinivan.ee, and had nuLliiiig to say Lo eaeli 
other. Whal indeed eon Jd rhey say in a relai ions hip rriss-rmssed 
and numbed by so many betrayals ? 

Bur I Ve i old this out of turn, before Rnih arrived, she marie 
the usual phone call. 

\ . . T ra me i o see yo i i la s i \ed r > w « i. h a no (h e r- gi r-1 . , . I " m in 
the same trouble. Can 1 romc now- 3 With mv boyfriend ?' 

So they bo ill eame. And when I suggested Ruth + s parents migbr 
help, they both said emphatically no. So I said innocently* 
knowing nothing, ’But they were very' kind to Mary, weren't 
thcyl >? 

'But Maiy wasriT their daughter,’ Ruth said. 'When it’s your 
nwii daughter, ids a dilTerenl matter.' 

And tlLat is how I eame to hear what happened to Mary. 

I wrote about Mary arid Ruth in the Guardian, and was sent a 
lener by someone who said she had 'had bit let' personal 
experience similar to that in your article 1 * . 

- ■ ■ Uf t:oiirtt. L iriH easy tor outsiders 10 be kind. The reason is plain.. I ll is 
is a matter concerning family relationships. If ihe young fjrnple arc 
prepared to throw overboard consideration fur tluur families, well l ha l 
is it, but don't deceive ilieuL inio thinking r h At rliere is noiaprice lo be 
paid. 1 1 paienls Jte Lrealnl as of no aoroum, no one should be sue priced 
if lliey ceseitL in, ;md acr in rbc tight of their knowledge of Llle situation. 

I I is important r-ri bring home To rlie young people concerned lliaLwe 
are rnrmbriii of a sod at group, of a family,, and lhaL Lheir conduct isrtOL 
Irlidrfiwn concern only. Ruth has not apparently learnt from her friend 
abouJ ller- duty io I tie society in which she lives and which support her. 
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it reafly so .murh a h: h ilcL needs — the ri^ht to have space, and 
i imt for exploration, so that each ran gm at i i s. own rhythm arid 
become pan of snrieiy in a natural way . . . to fed whac ehe^ leeF- 
to have their expcTirnrc.s accepted as valid, and to be responded 
m in i hen owri context r . . to live Livers that are their own. not 
someone el se ’s ... i he right to have happy parents, whom sor.ieiy 
accepts and values? 

Is it really so much ; 1 Jr is indeed. Ask our sorieiv that sets eaeh 
creative rhild on lire conveyor beh. and deals it as it moves along 
a hammer blow here and a twist there, nil ii become* the 
anonymous mass component that the state needs, and see society's 
response - - - see us priorities 

Yet each otic of us is a member ol' 'society 1 . And only children, 
and i he sheer hnlEiance of children, can save each one of us from 
die sickness and the death that we choose to calf livi ng. 
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